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ABSTRACT
The present study was an investigation of the relationships among academic 
stress, social support, and internalizing and externalizing behaviors in a sample of 
sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students (n = 268) from suburban Illinois. Gender 
effects and developmental trends were examined in all analyses.
The construct of academic stress was measured by the Survey o f Academic 
Stress (SAS), an instrument that was developed specifically for use in this study. 
Perceived social support was measured by the Child and Adolescent Social Support 
Scale (CASSS), and internalizing and externalizing behaviors were assessed with self- 
report versions of the Behavior Assessment System for Children, Second Edition 
(BASC-2). Students’ grades, ffee/reduced-price lunch status, and special education 
status were also collected from school records.
Overall, it appears that academic stress is a relevant construct to consider when 
examining the potential sources of stress that junior high students experience, and girls 
and boys report similar levels of academic stress. The construct appears to be related to 
internalizing problems similarly for girls and boys, though internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors are related to different sources of academic stress. Social 
support from parents and classmates was related to lower levels of stress, and support 
from parents, teachers, and classmates was related to fewer internalizing problems in 
the current sample. For boys, parent support was related to fewer externalizing
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problems, though teacher support was also significantly related to this outcome for girls. 
Contrary to expectations, social support from parents, teachers, and classmates did not 
buffer students experiencing academic stress from internalizing and externalizing 
problems in the current study.
Taken together, the results of this study suggest that academic stress is a relevant 
construct to consider when investigating potential correlates of emotional and 
behavioral problems. Academic stress was also related to social support, though social 
support did not act as a buffer in the present study. Early identification, along with 
specific instruction of stress-reducing skills, may be useful in preventing and remedying 
students’ responses to stress. Future research should focus on how specific 
interventions affect perceived academic stress as well as internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors in adolescence.
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CHAPTER 1
OVERVIEW
Internalizing and externalizing problems have the potential to negatively impact 
children’s functioning at school, at home, and with peers. In fact, teachers believe that 
their efficacy in the classroom is contingent first upon their students’ academic success 
and next on their ability to manage their students (Doyle, 1986), both of which are 
likely to be affected by students’ external behaviors and internal emotional states. 
Because internalizing and externalizing problems affect a wide range of outcomes, the 
causes and correlates of these problems are important to investigate, as are factors that 
may play a role in preventing or remedying behavioral and emotional outcomes.
One potential contributor to emotional and behavior problems in childhood is 
stress. Stress in childhood (and in adulthood) may arise in response to catastrophes or 
traumatic events (e.g., grade retention, death of a parent), persistent tension or hardship 
(e.g., poverty, academic underachievement), and daily hassles (e.g., homework, 
arguments with friends) (Hess & Copeland, 2006). In fact, a positive relationship 
between general stress in childhood and internalizing and externalizing behavior has 
been documented (Landman-Peeters et al., 2005; Little & Garber, 2004; Rae-Grant, 
Thomas, Offord, & Boyle, 1988; Sim, 2000; Zakriski, Jacobs, & Coie, 1996), as has a 
link between these outcomes and academic stress in particular (Anderson, Jimerson, &
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Whipple, 2005; Kaplan, Liu, & Kaplan, 2005; Kouzma & Kennedy, 2004; 
Nounopoulos, Ashby, & Gilman, 2006; Pomerantz, Altermatt, & Saxon, 2002;
Torsheim & Wold, 2001; Verma & Gupta, 1990; Weidner, Kohlmann, Dotzauer, & 
Bums, 1996; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997; Yamamoto and Byrnes, 1987). The 
research clearly indicates that academic stress can lead to negative emotional and 
behavior outcomes in children, making the construct an important one to examine. If 
school professionals can intervene to minimize or remedy academic stress, we may be 
able to prevent some internalizing and externalizing problems in school.
One factor that may be useful when attempting to prevent or remedy behavioral 
and emotional outcomes that arise due to academic stress is social support. Social 
support can be defined as the resources that a person either perceives or receives from 
people in his or her life (Barrera, 1986; Cobb, 1976; Pearson, 1986; Shumaker & 
Brownell, 1984). For school children, these people can include parents, teachers, 
friends, peers, or other members of the school. The relationships between children’s 
perceived social support and several positive outcomes have been well documented in 
the research. For example, people with high levels of perceived social support are more 
hopeful, better adjusted, and have lower levels of depression and stress (Cohen & Wills, 
1985; Dumont & Provost, 1999; Yarcheski, Mahon, & Yarcheski, 2001). Furthermore, 
social support has been shown to affect both internalizing and externalizing behaviors 
(Buysse, 1997; Demaray & Malecki, 2002; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Malecki & 
Demaray, 2006).
The present study investigated how differing levels of social support affect the 
relationship between academic stress and both internalizing and externalizing behavior
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problems in junior high school students. Several research questions fueled the current 
investigation. First, how do academic stress levels and perceived social support vary 
for girls and for boys and for students from different grade levels? Second, how do 
social support from various sources, academic stress, and internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors interrelate? Finally, does social support moderate the relationship between 
academic stress and externalizing behaviors for boys and internalizing behaviors for 
girls?
Though social support has been investigated in relation to emotional and 
behavioral outcomes, its effect on the relationship between these two constructs and 
academic stress has not been thoroughly researched. If social support does in fact 
change the nature of the relationship between academic stress and internalizing and 
externalizing behavior problems, training for parents, teachers, and other students in the 
school could be powerful intervention tools. By intervening early and creating 
supportive environments for students experiencing academic stress, future emotional 
and behavioral problems may be limited or prevented entirely. The results of this and 
future studies will assist professionals in developing programs to better serve all 
children and may increase our understanding of academic stress, social support, and 
internalizing and externalizing behavior problems.
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Behavior Problems
Internalizing and externalizing problems have the potential to negatively impact 
children’s functioning at school, at home, and with peers. In fact, teachers believe that 
their efficacy in the classroom is contingent first upon their students’ academic success 
and next on their ability to manage their students (Doyle, 1986), both of which are 
likely to be affected by students’ external behaviors and internal emotional states. 
Because internalizing and externalizing problems affect a wide range of outcomes, the 
causes and correlates of these problems are important to investigate, as are factors that 
may play a role in preventing or remedying behavioral and emotional outcomes.
Internalizing and externalizing behaviors fall on a continuum, ranging from 
mildly annoying to severely disturbing and dangerous. Though these feelings and 
behaviors arise at some point in virtually all typically developing children, students with 
clinical levels of behavior problems display these characteristics at a higher frequency 
and intensity than is normative (Kazdin, 1995). Falling on the most severe end of the 
continuum, students with serious internalizing and externalizing behavior problems may 
have clinical diagnoses such as depression, anxiety disorder, conduct disorder, or 
oppositional defiant disorder. These students are likely to receive special education
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
services under the category of emotional disturbance. Conversely, other students have 
fewer chronic troubles and can be managed in regular education classrooms.
Hutton (1984) illustrated the continuum of challenging behaviors by pointing 
out that some student misbehavior is “concerning” and some is “disturbing”; teachers 
may be concerned about a student but not be disturbed by his or her behaviors. Results 
of Hutton’s (1984) study did in fact show that elementary school teachers rated more 
behaviors as concerning than disturbing. Teachers found depressive symptoms 
concerning but not disturbing and rated aggressive behaviors as more disturbing than 
concerning. They were least affected by peer and teacher avoidance behaviors; 
however, they reported that all of the behaviors, regardless of whether they are 
considered concerning or disturbing, are likely to interrupt instruction. This study is 
important because it distinguishes between two possible categories that fall along a 
continuum of internalizing and externalizing problems—those that arise as mild and 
bothersome and those that are more serious and alarming—and illustrates that even 
milder behaviors interrupt instruction.
Internalizing Behaviors
Though feelings of anxiety and depression are appropriate in regard to certain 
situations and occur in all children and adolescents, when the intensity or duration of 
such feelings begin to interfere with normal functioning at school, with peers, or at 
home, these typical feelings become problematic. Approximately 2% to 15% of 
children have diagnosed, persistent anxiety disorders (Huberty, 2004), and 5% to 7%
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have diagnosed depression or the milder dysthymic disorder (Stark, Sommer, Bowen, 
Goetz, Doxey, et al., 1997); however, it is hypothesized that the majority of students 
experiencing such internalizing problems are unidentified and that even students whose 
symptoms do not reach clinically significant ranges may still experience significant 
adverse effects (Jones, Dohm, & Dunn, 2004; Stark, 1990). In fact, Walker and 
colleagues have suggested that a broader definition of internalizing might be more 
useful in capturing the nature of problems that are likely to affect adolescents (Walker, 
Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). They propose that internalizing behaviors “usually involve 
skill deficits, are directed inwardly and away from the external environment, and are 
associated with insufficient amounts of behavior (Walker et al., 1995, p. 53). Gender 
differences in internalizing symptoms are evident, with girls reporting feelings of 
anxiety and depression more commonly than boys, particularly by adolescence 
(Huberty, 1997; Stark et al., 1997).
Internalizing behaviors such as anxiety, withdrawal, somatization, and 
depression have several components: cognitive, behavioral, and physiological (Huberty, 
1997). Because behavioral components of anxiety and depression in childhood include 
observable indicators such as motor restlessness, irrational behavior, and irritability, 
these symptoms are often confused with externalizing problems such as ADHD, though 
the roots of the problems are likely to be distinct (Huberty, 2004). Conversely, the 
cognitive components of anxiety and depression may be difficult for school 
professionals to identify and assess due to their internal nature. For these two reasons, 
students with internalizing problems attract little attention and are identified less 
frequently than their externalizing counterparts (Stark et al., 1997). Because cognitive
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energy is diverted away from schoolwork, social awareness, and behavioral inhibition, 
internalizing behaviors often impact a child’s ability to learn and benefit from school, 
potentially negatively affecting grades and social interactions.
Externalizing Behaviors
In addition to internalizing behaviors, externalizing behaviors have the 
propensity to affect students’ school outcomes and ultimately influence the degree to 
which teachers can instruct and students can learn. Gump (1967) found that 14% of 
teachers’ time was spent addressing disruptive behavior, but Cotton (1992) reported that 
almost half of teachers’ time was spent on discipline. Clearly then, student behavior has 
the potential to negatively affect teachers, students, and others in the school, and a 
substantial proportion of teachers’ time is spent on classroom management and 
discipline (Cotton, 1992; Gump, 1967; Wheldall & Merrett, 1988). Less time is spent 
on instruction as a result of teachers having to manage behaviors, which affects not only 
the education of the disruptive student him- or herself but also the education of other 
students who behave appropriately in school.
As with internalizing problems, externalizing behaviors are appropriate in regard 
to certain situations and occur in all children and adolescents; however, students with 
extreme behaviors that cannot be managed in the regular education setting are likely to 
be referred for an evaluation for special education services. These more chronic 
externalizing problems are often diagnosed as conduct disorder or oppositional defiant 
disorder, both of which have prevalence rates of about 6% to 10% and are more
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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commonly experienced by boys than girls (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). 
These data clearly convey the extent to which children with both mild and severe 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors affect daily classroom activities and 
instruction, especially when considering the fact that the vast majority of behavior 
problems in school are not caused by students receiving special education services for 
emotional and behavior problems (Jones et al., 2004). Again, Walker and colleagues 
have taken a broader scope and defined externalizing behavior as that which “usually 
violates social norms and is also highly aversive to others” (Walker et al., 1995, p. 53). 
This highlights the importance of including more disruptive and atypical behaviors in 
the general description of externalizing, rather than focusing on severe, diagnosable 
overt behavior.
One limitation of much of the literature on internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors is that most researchers have utilized clinical cut points when examining the 
constructs. It is apparent that, though clinical levels of behavior problems are 
unmistakably important, students with milder problems also require attention; students 
with all degrees of emotional or behavioral disruption can experience negative school 
outcomes and can disrupt the learning environment. In response to this problem, the 
current study included adolescents with the entire continuum of behavior problems, 
from no reported problems to clinical levels of disturbance.
A second limitation of the available literature involves the source of information 
about adolescents’ externalizing behaviors. While much research has utilized parent- 
and teacher-reported behavior problems, a recent meta-analysis of the last fifteen years 
of literature regarding the relationship between stressors and various outcomes for
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
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children and adolescents revealed that this practice may not be the most effective or 
accurate method (Grant, Compas, Thurm, McMahon, & Gipson, 2006). This meta­
analysis suggested that age often moderates the relationship between stressors and 
outcomes for children. That is, the age of the child appears to impact how effective 
various informants are in reporting internalizing and externalizing symptoms. A pattern 
was found in which parents appear to be the most accurate at reporting both 
internalizing and externalizing symptoms in young children; however, self-reports of 
both constructs are truer when coming from older children and adolescents. The 
authors cite two possible foundations of this moderation. First, it is possible that 
younger children are not cognitively able to reflect on and report their own behaviors, 
whereas older children are developmentally more adept at identifying and evaluating 
their actions. Secondly, psychometrically sound measures may not be available to 
allow children across all age ranges to report their own internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors. Finally, parents and teachers spend more time with younger children, 
providing more opportunities to witness broad and narrow displays of emotion and 
behavior. Similarly, younger children may be unable or unmotivated to be covert about 
their distress, unlike older children and adolescence, who may be more likely to attempt 
to conceal behaviors or emotions. In all, the results of this meta-analysis are interesting, 
as they appear to refute common beliefs in which researchers deem parent- or teacher- 
reported data to be more accurate for assessing adolescents’ externalizing behaviors.
The current study utilized student reports to assess both internalizing and externalizing 
problems in order to address this weakness of prior research.
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The literature reviewed above clearly indicates the varying degrees to which 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors affect students in school. Because of the 
prevalence and importance of behavior problems in school, it is critical to explore 
factors that may contribute to the development of internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors in children. One factor that might contribute to the development of such 
problems is stress in relation to academics, which can arise due to lack of necessary 
academic skills or due to a perfectionistic desire to reach the highest attainable level of 
achievement. The definitions and correlates of general stress in childhood, as well as 
academic stress in particular, will be defined in the next sections.
Stress in Childhood
Like many other psychological constructs, the definition of stress in childhood 
has largely followed the definition of stress employed in research involving adults. The 
term is used in multiple ways; it is not just a stimulus and/or a response, but a process 
by which individuals interpret and deal with threats and challenges. It is the appraisal 
of an external pressure and the related psychological outcomes or effects on the 
psychological system (Lazarus, 1993). A more current definition is broad and asserts 
that stress is an individual’s physiological and mental response to the pressures from the 
environment, perceptions, and others (Grant et al., 2006; Hess & Copeland, 2006). In 
other words, stress is “a negative emotion strongly associated with doubt about coping” 
(Jones, 1993, p. 739).
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It is generally accepted that as a response to the environment or life events, the 
strength and duration of stressors may vary from person to person and situation to 
situation. Stress in childhood (and in adulthood) may arise in response to catastrophes 
or traumatic events (e.g., grade retention, death of a parent), persistent tension or 
hardship (e.g., poverty, academic underachievement), and daily hassles (e.g., 
homework, arguments with friends) (Hess & Copeland, 2006). In fact, a general theme 
in the literature is that daily hassles are the most consistent source of stress and that 
these hassles often mediate the relationship between major events and psychological 
symptoms (Hampel & Peterman, 2006; Printz, Shermis, & Webb, 1999; Sim, 2000). 
According to Jones (1993), a significant amount of the stress affecting children and 
adolescents is attributable to academics, perhaps due to the proportion of time they 
spend in school and related academic activities.
Selye (1978) proposed a three-stage model of the physical stress response: 
alarm, resistance, and exhaustion. In the alarm stage of stress, the body initiates a fight 
or flight reaction, arming itself for threat or challenge. The resistance stage is 
characterized by the body’s attempt to calm and return to a normal state of balance; 
however, the exhaustion stage may set in if the stress is ongoing or the body is unable to 
return to homeostasis. Though this model was not initially developed to describe the 
stress response cycle in children, it was presented very generally and can be applied to 
childhood stress. In fact, Hess and Copeland (2006) did find this theory relevant in the 
study of children. They point out that the resistance stage may manifest as aches and 
pains (e.g., headaches, muscle tension) to an adult, but it tends to arise as behavioral 
changes in children. Primary preventions that aim to reduce the number of stressors
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children (as well as adults) encounter will be most effective at preventing the effects of 
exhaustion; secondary and tertiary efforts directed at developing coping skills and 
utilizing available supports will help manage negative outcomes once they have arisen. 
Also important is the assertion that stress from certain sources may have more impact 
on various outcomes than stress from other domains (Sim, 2000) and that pressure from 
internal and external sources may be a subset or contributor to one’s perceptions of 
stress (Lazarus, 1993; Weiten, 1988). The distinction between pressure and stress, as 
well as some sources of stress in childhood, will be discussed next.
General Sources of Stress in Childhood
As mentioned previously, stress can be experienced at all developmental stages, 
and feelings of stress move attention away from cognitive tasks (such as schoolwork) 
and onto feelings of worthlessness and of being overwhelmed. During the school years, 
stress may be evident in any of the child’s environments: home, school, neighborhood, 
or friendships (Anderson et al., 2005; Hess & Copeland, 2006). Normal developmental 
experiences such as puberty, transitioning from elementary school to middle school or 
middle school to high school, taking on work responsibilities, changing relationships 
with parents, and changing same- and opposite-sex peer relationships may result in 
acute or chronic stress. These stressors may occur simultaneously in adolescence, 
causing an increased risk of problems in psychological and behavioral adjustment.
In support of these propositions, more “hassles” (as opposed to major life 
events) from friends and parents were predictive of depression and antisocial behavior,
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respectively, in a sample of Korean early adolescents (Sim, 2000); however, school 
stressors explained very little variance in the same indicators (1% and 4%, 
respectively). Perhaps the collectivist nature of the Korean culture affected the degree 
to which various hassles affected behaviors for students in the study, a caveat which 
may necessitate using caution when generalizing these results to other populations. 
Further highlighting the importance of functional family relationships, stress due to 
family problems or problems in parent-child communication patterns have also been 
linked to depression and anxiety in children and adolescents (Landman-Peeters et al., 
2005; Rae-Grant et al., 1988), and lack of support from parents was related to increased 
levels of emotional and conduct problems in adolescents (DuBois, Burk-Braxton, 
Swenson, Tevendale, Lockerd, et al., 2002). Similarly, a relationship between peer 
rejection and poor adjustment has also been documented (Little & Garber, 2004; 
Zakriski, Jacobs, & Coie, 1996). In fact, Little and Garber reported that both boys and 
girls responded to peer stressors around the time of transition from middle school to 
high school with heightened levels of aggression. Finally, children living in poverty are 
often assumed to be in a chronic state of stress, and these children have been shown to 
be at a heightened risk of negative academic and social-emotional outcomes, as 
compared to their peers from higher socio-economic statuses (Malecki & Demaray, 
2006; Rae-Grant et al., 1988).
Notably, the studies described above involved only one data collection, leaving 
causality of the relationship between stress and psychological maladjustment 
ambiguous. To make the situation even more complex, it is possible that a reciprocal 
relationship exists and that stress and adjustment negatively affect each other. At least
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one study has addressed this issue and has indicated that such reverse causality is not 
the case in adolescence; daily events were predictive of psychological maladjustment, 
but psychological symptoms did not appear to exacerbate feelings of stress (Printz et al., 
1999).
Though the studies cited above merely scratch the surface of the abundant 
literature base on childhood stressors, taken together, it becomes clear that high levels 
of stress coupled with inadequate coping mechanisms are likely to result in difficulty 
attaining academic and social stability in childhood and adolescence. Considering the 
fact that the majority of adolescents’ time is spent on academics and social 
engagements, the effects that stress may have on students’ lives is important to 
consider. But why do these documented relationships between stress and adverse 
outcomes exist in the first place?
The greater cognitive capacities of school-aged children and adolescents may be 
both a benefit and a detriment when facing either acute or chronic stress. That is, as 
curiosity and independence increase, so do responsibility and the child’s ability to 
acknowledge his or her weaknesses, failures, and others’ perceptions of him or her.
This self-reflection may cause students to realize their academic struggles for the first 
time, or it may intensify the desire to achieve excellence in order to assert his or her 
capacity for responsibility and independence. Conversely, children’s coping and 
problem-solving skills and the ability to activate support from adults and peers also 
become more advanced, helping them to better manage challenges and problems 
(DuBois et al., 2002; Hess & Copeland, 2006).
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A recent meta-analysis of the last fifteen years of literature regarding the 
moderating and mediating factors of the relationship between stressors and various 
outcomes for children and adolescents revealed enlightening gender differences (Grant 
et al., 2006). Only slightly over half (39 of 68) of the included studies reported that 
girls were more likely to react to stressors by internalizing and boys by externalizing. 
Though other authors have confirmed these results (Hampel & Petermann, 2006; Hess 
& Copeland, 2006; Little & Garber, 2004), it appears as if the gender differences in 
responses to stress may not be as strong as commonly assumed. Even more striking is 
the report that 18 of 19 studies found a stronger link between stressors and outcomes for 
girls than for boys, a finding that was also reported elsewhere (Colarossi & Eccles,
2003; Jackson & Warren, 2000; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993); however, of the 
studies that only assessed externalizing symptoms, two thirds found a stronger 
relationship between stressors and outcomes for boys than for girls. These gender 
differences were also reported by Little and Garber (2004). Clearly, gender differences 
in children’s and adolescents’ responses to stress are abundant in the literature, though 
they are somewhat inconsistent. It also appears as if the association between stressors 
and symptoms were strongest for Caucasian youngsters (Grant et al., 2006). The 
research on general stress in childhood and adolescence provides a basis for examining 
the independent effects that some more specific sources of stress may have on 
emotional and behavioral adjustment. One such source of stress will be discussed next.
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In addition to the variety of sources of stress discussed above, academics and 
school in general are also significant contributors to stress in childhood. Similar to but 
distinct from the more general definitions of stress described above, Verma and Gupta 
(1990) defined academic stress as “mental distress with respect to some anticipated 
frustration associated with academic failure, anticipation of such failure, or even an 
awareness of the possibility of failure” (p. 7). Why do some students experience stress 
in response to academic situations? Students’ grades and test scores are the basis of 
many decisions that parents, educational professionals, and the students themselves 
make with regard to students’ lives. Children and adolescents are eager to please their 
parents and teachers, which increases motivation to succeed in school; however, 
academics have the propensity to become a major source of stress when parents, 
teachers, and the students themselves are less than pleased with school performance 
(Pomerantz et al., 2002).
Results of one study revealed to researchers that school-related situations are the 
main sources of stress for Australian high school students (Kouzma & Kennedy, 2004). 
Tests, grades, studying, self-imposed need to succeed, and the need to do well imposed 
by others were among the situations rated by students that contribute to their feelings of 
academic stress. In regard to academic stress and behavioral outcomes, Weidner and 
colleagues found that higher levels of academic stress led to poorer outcomes in the 
areas of exercise, nutrition, substance use, and self-care in a three-month longitudinal 
study of undergraduate students (Weidner et al., 1996). Wenz-Gross and Siperstein
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(1997) also found significant effects in that fourth-, fifth- and sixth-grade girls who 
have higher levels of academic stress experienced more feelings of depression. 
Academic stress in this study was measured by eleven items and included situations 
such as failing a test and having trouble with homework. Though results of these 
studies help professionals understand the many outcomes that are related to academic 
stress, the middle-school age range appears to have been neglected. The current study 
provides information about the relationship between academic stress and outcomes for 
junior high school students, thus extending the current knowledge base to a different 
population of students.
It is important to acknowledge that disruptive students, along with those who 
internalize their stress, are engaging in meaningful coping behaviors, albeit maladaptive 
ones. Though students who internalize or externalize their academic distress must be 
helped to cope in more effective ways, some researchers believe that students who 
express their distress (with either adaptive or maladaptive strategies) may be better off 
in the long term (Bryant, 1998). That is, students who communicate their distress due 
to failure at school may benefit from addressing their feelings and eliciting support and 
feedback from others, as opposed to avoiding the situation by solely focusing on their 
strengths in other arenas. Perhaps this is especially true for children experiencing 
enduring or severe negative achievement situations. These students could ignore the 
problem and avoid stress, or they could focus on the problem, thus experiencing stress, 
and potentially improve their circumstances through hard work and with academic 
supports. Similarly, students who see failure as an unfortunate but temporary part of the 
complete learning experience or a stepping stone to higher achievement may be able to
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use the stress elicited by the perceived failure experience constructively to motivate 
problem solving and academically enabling behaviors in the future. Interpreting 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors in response to stress in this way emphasizes 
the need to help children develop more beneficial coping skills and support networks.
In addition to the stress that is likely to accompany academic difficulty due to 
the failure situation itself, academic problems that are perceived negatively by 
children’s classmates can be seriously damaging to their social status (Bryant, 1998; 
Zakriski et al., 1996). The maladaptive coping strategies that some students use to 
express or alleviate their stress due to academic disappointment may be difficult for 
other students and teachers to tolerate. Unfortunately, the stressed student may interpret 
the frustrated behaviors of others as minimizing the distress or as lack of support, 
resulting in feelings of isolation, anger, anxiety, or even conduct problems.
In replicating and extending Yamamoto and Byrnes’s (1987) study on the most 
potentially stressful situations for first-, third-, and sixth-grade students, Anderson and 
colleagues found that stressful situations for students, as assessed by a list of twenty 
potentially stressful life events, have remained largely stable over the last two decades 
(Anderson et al., 2005). The large, ethnically diverse sample of students reported that 
academic retention was among the top five most stressful life events for both third and 
sixth graders and in the top ten most stressful events for first graders. In fact, this 
stressor was rated as the most stressful event by the sixth graders, a finding that was 
discrepant from the original study (in which academic retention was rated third, behind 
loss of a parent and going blind). Also among the top ten most stressful events for all 
grade levels was receiving a poor report card. Perhaps the relatively recent focus on
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academic achievement in the literature and law may have impacted students’ views on 
grade retention, causing them to rate academic events as more stressful than in the 
original study. The authors suggest that the grade-level differences in ratings for 
potential stressors may be due to developmental trends. The stressors rated as most 
aversive by sixth graders tended to have social consequences (e.g., grade retention, 
wetting in school), indicating that social stigma is more salient to older students in 
comparison to first graders, and because school is the primary social environment for 
students, events occurring there are in the “public eye,” a finding also discussed earlier 
(Bryant, 1998; Zakriski et al., 1996).
Indeed, students who perform poorly are not the only ones to feel stress and 
experience negative outcomes in relation to academics. In fact, it is the student’s own 
definition of success, or his or her interpretation of the situation, that matters most in 
relation to outcomes of events (Bryant, 1998). For example, most teachers would agree 
that a B+ on an assignment should be considered a good grade; however, if the student 
desires only As, a B+ is not pleasing. Nounopoulos and colleages reported that 
perfectionists, students who “maintain personal standards that exceed what is 
considered to be realistic or attainable,” experience negative academic and social- 
emotional outcomes (Nounopoulos et al., 2006, p. 614). Perhaps particularly for 
students with this approach to school, stress reactions arise when performance and 
expectations are incongruent and the student feels pressure to remedy the discrepancy. 
Results indicated that academic confidence fully mediated the relationship between both 
adaptive and maladaptive perfectionistic tendencies and self-reported grade point 
average. That is, higher standards were related to confidence that one can cope with
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academic stressors successfully, while a discrepancy between personal expectations and 
perceived performance was associated with less confidence. Though these 
perfectionistic children may earn regard for being responsible, they may miss out on the 
joys of childhood and the chance to be irresponsible and frivolous. It appears as if 
confidence in one’s academic abilities is key to avoiding or coping with stress, perhaps 
by allowing oneself to feel competent enough to let go of worries and responsibility for 
long enough to “be a kid” (Nounopoulos et al., 2006; Verma & Gupta, 1990).
In a similar way, Pomerantz and colleagues reported a gender difference in 
internal distress due to academics in a large sample of fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade 
students, with girls experiencing more concern than boys (Pomerantz et al., 2002). In 
fact, girls evaluated themselves significantly more negatively than boys, even after 
controlling for actual competence. Though children who do poorly in school are more 
likely to experience internal distress than their peers who do well in school (Bryant, 
1998; Pomerantz et al., 2002), children doing poorly in school did not report worrying 
more about their performance than their high-achieving counterparts in this study. On 
the other hand, those not succeeding did report more general anxiety and depression 
than their peers who were doing well. Low-achieving girls reported the most anxiety 
and depression, but girls endorsed more symptoms than boys across all achievement 
levels.
It seems that even girls who succeed in school are vulnerable to internal distress, 
perhaps due to perfectionism or a desire to please adults. The authors explain that, 
when receiving feedback about challenges at school, girls may internalize the 
information and interpret it as indicative of their ability and worth, whereas boys may
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reject the informational value of evaluation or attribute it only to the current situation, 
helping them avoid feelings of disappointment (Pomerantz et al., 2002). They 
hypothesize that this difference in perception of feedback may underlie the gender 
difference in coping, causing girls to be more likely to internalize and boys to be more 
likely to externalize their frustrations. It is important to note that only four items were 
used to assess worrying, but twenty-eight items were used to assess general anxiety and 
twenty items were used to assess depression. The greater number of items may have 
allowed for more variance in scores, which may have then been reflected in significant 
results.
Some researchers have examined school-related stress in terms of achievement 
orientation. Achievement orientation is akin to the construct of achievement value, 
which has been defined as “the incentives or purposes individuals have for succeeding 
on a given task” (Wigfield, 1994, p. 102). Several roots of achievement value have 
been hypothesized, including parents and culture (Asakawa, 2001; Graham, Taylor, & 
Hudley, 1998; Noack, 2004), teachers and school climate (Anderman, Eccles, Yoon, 
Roeser, Wigfield, et al., 2001), and peers and close friends (Bemdt, Laychack, & Park, 
1990). Academic values and academic expectations are two constructs in the highly 
complex expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation (Eccles, Adler, Futterman, 
Goff, Kaczala, et al., 1983). Both constructs are often considered precursors to 
motivation, guiding academic thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. If students value 
success in a given academic domain, motivation to engage in behaviors related to 
achievement in that area such as studying, goal setting, and completing homework are 
likely to follow.
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For example, Kaplan and colleagues (Kaplan et al., 2005) used a longitudinal 
research design to examine the relationships among school-related stress, academic 
performance, and students’ achievement orientation and expectations for success. The 
authors reported that both school-related stress and negative self-expectations in junior 
high were significantly related to poor academic performance in high school three years 
later (Kaplan et al., 2005). In addition to the direct effects of school-related stress and 
self-expectations on academic performance, moderation analyses indicated that the 
negative effects of stress were less detrimental for students who had low expectations 
for success than for students who had moderate or high expectations. Results supported 
the hypothesis that exposure to more academic stressors would be related to higher 
levels of depressive symptoms regardless of achievement orientation (valuing 
academics), particularly for girls; however, the interaction of achievement orientation 
and academic stressors was also significant when examining externalizing behaviors. 
Specifically, girls who valued academics and had more exposure to stressors had higher 
levels of aggression. Achievement orientation did not appear to affect boys, who 
tended to exhibit externalizing behaviors when faced with stressors, regardless of their 
academic values. In contrast to these findings, one recent study did not find significant 
relationships between externalizing behaviors and academic stress, as measured by a 
discrepancy between achievement value and actual achievement, in a sample of sixth- 
grade students (Bjorkman, 2005).
Perhaps, similar to the rationale behind the results of the research conducted by 
Pomerantz and colleagues (2002), girls interpret stressors as indicative of their ability 
and worth and internalize these feelings, whereas boys externalize blame for the
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stressors and act out in frustration. Similarly, Little and Garber (2004) proposed that 
students would be particularly affected by stressful school events only if they are highly 
invested in academics. Perhaps girls feel saddened and frustrated by stressors, which 
may lead to increased depressive and aggressive behaviors. It appears as if high self­
expectations and values may exacerbate the negative effects of stressful school 
situations, amplifying the negative effects on achievement (Kaplan et al., 2005; Little & 
Garber 2004).
Some researchers have investigated academic stress’s effects on somatization 
rather than internalizing and externalizing in the more traditional sense (Torsheim & 
Wold, 2001; Verma & Gupta, 1990). Torsheim and Wold (2001) attest that school 
climate has an effect on students’ perceptions of academic stress. Though most of the 
variance in somatization scores was due to individual differences, marginal class- and 
school-level differences also arose when examining levels of students’ stress and health 
complaints in a sample of Norwegian eighth graders. Higher stress was significantly 
related to more health complaints, and social support from classmates buffered this 
relationship. Perhaps students in some classes or schools are exposed to greater 
academic demands or other stressors than others, a finding that has potentially 
significant implications for school officials and researchers alike. A limitation of this 
study is that stress was assessed with only three items, none of which was slanted 
toward low or high achievers. Similarly, Verma and Gupta (1990) also reported health 
complaints in response to academic stress. The most common symptoms were 
headaches, stomach aches, and fever, with one fifth to one half of students endorsing 
each type of symptom in relation to school, late homework assignments, and
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examinations. Due to the clear relationship between stress and somatization, this 
construct was included in the broader conceptualization of internalizing problems in the 
present study.
Pressure as an Antecedent to Stress
As mentioned above, much of the research conducted on stress has focused on 
major life events as opposed to daily hassles or general life circumstances (Hampel & 
Petermann, 2006; Printz et al., 1999; Sim, 2000). In response to this limitation, several 
authors have chosen to examine pressure, a somewhat unique but related sort of stress 
(Hurrelmann, Engel, & Weideman, 1992; Weiten, 1988). Following the work of 
Lazarus (1980), Weiten (1988) described stress as a general term that refers to one’s 
subjective perception of threat or challenge. Pressure, on the other hand, was defined as 
“the perception of expectations and demands that one behave in a certain manner” 
(Weiten, 1988, p.129); pressure involves either the pressure to perform tasks correctly 
and/or the pressure to conform to others’ expectations. In other words, pressure 
increases the importance of success on a given task, and this perception can be stressful. 
The author also noted that, though pressure is often interpersonal in nature, it can also 
be self-imposed and internal.
Weiten (1988) used a sample of undergraduate students to investigate if pressure 
(as measured by a newly developed measure) and stress (as measured by an existing, 
well-established measure) are in fact separate, but related, constructs, and if they are 
differentially related to psychological symptoms. Results indicated that both stress and
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pressure were significantly related to the same types of negative psychological 
symptoms, and the two constructs were significantly related to each other; however, the 
relationship between pressure and psychological symptomology was significantly 
stronger than the relationship between stress and those outcomes. In fact, a significant 
relationship remained between pressure and outcomes, even after stress was partialed 
out, though no significant relationship remained when pressure was partialed from the 
relationship between stress and outcomes. No gender differences emerged in the 
participants’ reports of pressure. Age differences were found, though the wide range of 
ages included in this study (18-60) may have accounted for this significant finding. The 
author concluded that stress and pressure are related constructs and that pressure may 
exacerbate the perception of other kinds of stress.
Hurrelmann and colleagues used confirmatory factor analysis to identify how 
various sources of pressure contributed to emotional and psychosomatic symptoms in a 
large sample of adolescents from West Germany (Hurrelmann et al., 1992). Results 
indicated that scholastic strain (akin to being overwhelmed by schoolwork) and failure 
to meet scholastic demands affected these outcomes by way of increased insecurity and 
conflict with parents, though scholastic strain also had a direct effect on outcomes. The 
results of this study implicated conflict with parents due to the perceived pressure to 
excel academically as a primary precursor to symptoms of stress. Though the samples 
and instruments used in these studies differ from those of the current research, the 
implications that pressure and stress are related constructs lend support for including 
both types of items on the stress measure employed in the current study.
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The above review clearly establishes support for the suggestion that academics 
can be a significant source of stress for both high- and low-achieving students and that 
this stress is related to a variety of outcomes, including internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors. Moreover, at least one study has indicated a causal relationship between 
stress and psychological distress, lending support to the proposition that academic stress 
may significantly impact emotional and behavioral outcomes in school and that the 
reverse relationship is unlikely (Printz et al., 1999). Such stress can lead to emotional 
and behavioral outcomes that are generally viewed as maladaptive coping mechanisms. 
It appears as if stress may indeed be one construct that warrants further examination 
when considering factors that potentially contribute to emotional and behavior problems 
in school.
It is difficult to compare many of the results regarding the relationships between 
childhood stress and psychological outcomes because many researchers have assessed 
stress with broad measures consisting of few items. Moreover, often the measures of 
academic stress utilized in previous research were confounded with other constructs 
such as value, school climate, and social situations that occur at school. This is perhaps 
the most salient limitation of the existing literature regarding academic stress: there is 
no single, psychometrically sound instrument available to measure stress specifically 
due to academics. To address this limitation, the current study assessed the construct of 
academic stress using a new measure that was developed with the intent to be free of 
confounds. Moreover, the reliability and validity of all measures used are reported.
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Additionally, broad age ranges have been utilized in the limited number of 
studies that are available on academic stress, and none has comprehensively addressed 
the middle school population. Though this enhances the understanding that stress 
occurs across development, the literature base is still relatively small, and studies need 
replication and refinement. Perhaps because of the wide range of ages studied, the 
research is also inconsistent as to the sources of data; some studies have measured stress 
and outcomes from only self-report data while others have used parent- and teacher- 
reported stress and outcomes. Taken together, the small but growing literature base 
regarding stress in childhood in general and stress in relation to academics in particular 
will contribute to a more complete understanding of factors affecting children and their 
academic and social adjustment. The current study addressed this limitation by 
assessing academic stress and its relationships to outcomes in junior high school 
students in sixth, seventh, and eighth grades.
As stated previously, it is imperative to investigate factors such as academic 
stress in order to prevent adverse outcomes from arising. In addition, it is also critical 
to uncover positive factors that might be useful in intervening after emotional or 
behavior problems have already begun. One such factor to consider is social support.
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Social Support 
Definitions of Social Support
Social support can be defined in several different ways, with explanations 
ranging from a focus on information (Cobb, 1976), to an exchange process that benefits 
one or more people (Shumaker & Brownell, 1984), to more intricate explanations that 
include multiple dimensions (Barrera, 1986; Pearson, 1986). To investigate the impact 
of having several different conceptualizations of social support, Winemiller, Mitchell, 
Sutliff, and Cline (1993) conducted a review of the literature and determined that a 
comprehensive measure of social support is not widely agreed upon in the adult 
literature. Moreover, they suggest that a complete definition of social support includes 
“perceived support, support satisfaction, network structural variables, network 
utilization, and functional aspects of socially supportive behaviors” (Winemiller et al., 
1993, p. 644).
In the present study, social support in childhood was conceptualized in 
accordance with Demaray and Malecki’s (2002) definition, which is based upon 
Tardy’s (1985) conceptual model. Demaray and Malecki (2002) described social 
support as “an individual’s perceptions of general support or specific supportive 
behaviors (available or enacted on) from people in their social network, which enhances 
functioning or may buffer them from adverse outcomes” (p. 215). Several points can be 
made from this definition. First, this definition makes the distinction between social 
support that a person perceives as available and support that is actually enacted or used.
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Because supportive behaviors can be either “available or enacted on,” the student may 
not necessarily enlist or utilize the support; however, simply knowing or perceiving it is 
available is essential. Second, social support can be either general or specific. For 
example, a teacher providing extra assistance on a difficult homework assignment 
would be an example of a specific supportive behavior, but a student’s perception of a 
teacher’s general availability would also be considered social support. Finally, social 
support is assumed to be beneficial to the recipient and promote positive outcomes in 
some way.
Tardy’s (1985) conceptual model of social support provides the basis for 
Demaray and Malecki’s (2002) definition and includes five main aspects: direction, 
disposition, description/evaluation, network, and content. The direction of social 
support is used to indicate if the support is being given or received. Disposition 
describes whether the social support is simply available or if it is actually being 
activated or used. The description/evaluation aspect of social support refers to two 
different things. Description involves an explanation of what types of social support a 
person receives and from whom he or she receives support. Evaluation of social 
support is a person’s appraisal of or satisfaction with the support available to him or her. 
Network refers to the various individuals such as parents, teachers, peers, friends, and 
neighbors who provide support.
Following House’s (1981) discussion, the content of social support is further 
subdivided into four different types: emotional, instrumental, informational, and 
appraisal. All of these types may come into play for students experiencing academic 
stress. Emotional support refers to love or empathy, for example, parents assuring their
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student that he or she is loved and respected. Teachers can provide instrumental 
support by giving students books, pencils, and other materials necessary for school. 
Informational support alludes to giving advice or providing information; for example, a 
student might give his or her classmate tips about how to study for an upcoming test. 
Finally, appraisal support is provided when someone offers feedback or evaluation, 
such as when a teacher informs a student that his or her mathematics skills or classroom 
behaviors need improvement. The definitions offered by Tardy (1985) and Demaray 
and Malecki (2002), along with the specifications detailed by House (1981), provide the 
basis for understanding how social support can function to promote positive outcomes 
and prevent negative ones.
General Functions of Social Support
Research on the relationship between social support and a variety of positive 
outcomes abounds in the literature. For example, individuals with high levels of 
perceived social support are more hopeful, better adjusted, and have lower levels of 
depression and stress and higher self-esteem and sense of well-being (Bolognini, 
Plancherel, Bettschart, & Halfon, 1996; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Dumont & Provost,
1999; Ganster & Victor, 1988; Yarcheski et al., 2001). More specifically, social 
support has been associated with better adjustment during the transition from 
elementary to middle school (Hirsch & DuBois, 1992). A link between negative 
outcomes and a lack of social support has also been well documented (Demaray &
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Malecki, 2002; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Lifrak, McKay, Rostain, Alterman, & 
O’Brien, 1997; Rigby, 2000).
Within the social support literature, there are several theoretical orientations 
regarding how social support leads to these various outcomes. Two general theoretical 
orientations are the main effect and the buffering models. First, the main effect model 
posits that social support benefits everyone, independent of other life situations (Cohen, 
Gottlieb, & Underwood, 2000). Because of social norms and controls in the 
environment, members of the social network are supported and learn healthy, inherently 
protective behaviors. The environment also provides naturally reinforcing situations 
that lead to positive assumptions about the world’s stability and predictability.
The buffering model of social support proposes that social support only has 
positive effects for those who are experiencing stressful events or negative life 
situations (Cohen et al., 2000; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Heitzmann & Kaplan, 1988; 
Pearson, 1986; Sandler, Miller, Short, & Wolchik, 1989). The support can act directly 
as a protective buffer between the unpleasant situation and potential psychological 
harm, or the support can affect other intervening variables such as coping, which in turn 
buffer against the effects of stressful events or negative situations (Sandler et al., 1989).
As such, the buffering model of social support could act in different ways. First, 
it is possible that the awareness of available social support causes one to believe that 
there are supporters to help handle the situation or event, which reinforces one’s 
perceived coping abilities (Cohen et al., 2000). In other words, the event is initially 
perceived as negative or stressful, but there are resources available to help deal with the 
tension. Alternatively, social support may cause the person to never perceive the event
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as negative in the first place; the impact of the situation or event may be dampened by 
the belief that support is available, and the individual may not experience the incident as 
unmanageable (Cohen et al., 2000). Just as people who have social support available 
may experience beneficial buffering effects, those who lack supportive others in their 
lives may find unpleasant or stressful events more upsetting. A person who experiences 
tension may not know what to do or where to look for help and experience adverse 
outcomes because he or she lacks support. Without social support, a person might 
interpret events and situations negatively because he or she does not feel there is anyone 
to provide help and encouragement.
Both of these general theories are plausible and it is possible that each comes 
into play at times, depending on the situation. For example, the buffering effect might 
be operating when a child gets a failing grade at school. If this child believes that others 
in his or her world are there to help and support him or her, he or she may cope with the 
stress and not act out or become upset. Similarly, he or she may shrug off the bad grade 
and never become distressed in the first place, due to supportive adults and peers around 
him or her.
Specific Functions of Social Support
Several more specific theories also exist about how social support functions in 
eliciting positive outcomes: the reciprocity theory, the prosocial behavior theory, and 
the social comparison theory. The reciprocity or social-exchange theory suggests that 
social support involves at least two parties, the provider and the recipient, and the bi­
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directional exchange of resources is a critical component in the effectiveness of social 
support (Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). A person who accepts support from someone 
within his social network becomes indebted to that person and feels the need to 
reciprocate the assistance he or she received. This state of tension can result in either 
positive or negative outcomes, depending on whether or not the individual is capable of 
returning the supportive favor. If unable to reciprocate, he or she is unable to relieve 
this discomfort and may refuse to accept more help in the future; if he or she can and 
does reciprocate, the network of support is strengthened and continues. The end result 
is a social network that is mutually beneficial. It is important to note that it is the 
perception of support from each party involved that is important. That is, behaviors 
may be intended in one way by the provider and interpreted differently by the recipient; 
this miscommunication has the potential to result in inequitable support situations, 
which may ultimately undermine the benefits of supportive relationships.
The prosocial behavior theory takes into consideration factors that affect an 
individual’s decision to offer or accept social support. Some factors that may influence 
this decision include the perceived seriousness of the circumstance, the number of 
people involved in or witnessing the situation, and the degree to which the provider 
believes he is capable of providing the necessary support (Latane & Nida, 1981; 
Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). Those in need of social support must first signal their 
need to others, and those others must then recognize the request in order to act upon it. 
This theory assumes that people will provide social support to others not because of 
reciprocity, but because people have an inherent desire to help others in need.
According to this theory, many factors may play a role in how or if individuals will
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intervene on behalf of someone in need of assistance (Shumaker & Brownell, 1984).
The person’s academic or social skills, mood, or even contextual factors such as the 
physical or social setting (e.g., at school or at home, alone or with peers, etc.) may 
affect someone’s willingness to help.
Finally, the social comparison theory posits that people compare themselves to 
others in their environment, particularly those with higher status, and that those 
comparisons affect their feelings and behaviors (Stewart, 1989). For example, students 
may observe their higher achieving peers and try to model their behaviors or 
achievement. This is somewhat akin to House’s (1981) appraisal support, in which 
feedback or evaluation is offered in order to help remedy someone’s distressing 
situation; however, it is possible that these comparisons are made without the 
“provider” knowing that he is affecting the recipient.
Source of Social Support
Students can perceive and receive social support from various people in their 
lives including parents, teachers, friends, peers, other family members, and school staff. 
In fact, the source of support may be important to consider when looking at the many 
beneficial outcomes that are linked to high levels of social support. It is possible that 
support from one source will be more influential on school behaviors and outcomes, but 
support from another source may be more influential on social success. Several studies 
have supported the differential effects of social support from various sources. A few of 
these studies are described below.
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Malecki and Demaray (2006) found that parent, teacher, school, and total levels 
of social support were significantly and positively related to reading grades in a large 
sample of third- through twelfith-grade students from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds. The same study found that only total and parent social support were 
significantly related to language grades for these students, and total grade point average 
was only related to total social support score.
When investigating the effects of social support from different sources,
Colarossi and Eccles (2003) found that support from mothers had the strongest effect on 
depression scores in over 200 high school students aged fifteen to eighteen. Teacher 
and friend support were also significantly related to decreasing depression scores over 
time, but support from fathers was not related to change. Contrary to the authors’ 
expectations, teacher and friend support showed the strongest effects on self-esteem 
over time.
Richman, Rosenfeld, and Bowen (1998) measured the impact of four sources of 
social support (parents and adult caretakers, teachers, friends, and neighbors) on student 
adjustment in a sample of 808 middle and high school students. Middle school students 
reported that friends are their primary source of listening support (listening without 
evaluation), but high school students report this type of support more from parents or 
adult caretakers. In fact, parents and adult caretakers were the main source of most 
types of support while teachers were secondary sources of emotional support (comfort 
and care), reality confirmation support (confirmation of the student’s view of the 
world), and personal assistance support (provision of service or assistance).
Additionally, students reported that parents and friends provided the most tangible
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assistance support (provision of financial assistance or products). Similarly, Furman 
and Buhrmester (1985) found that friends provided intimacy and companionship while 
parents provided emotional support. In addition to these source-specific correlates of 
social support, several other studies have documented relationships between social 
support and a variety of outcomes and have hypothesized mechanisms through which 
social support impacts these outcomes. This research will be reviewed in the next 
section.
Social Support and Outcomes
Several studies have documented relationships between social support and both 
positive and negative student outcomes. For example, the 2002 study by Demaray and 
Malecki, also reported above, found significant, positive relationships among perceived 
social support and several constructive academic, behavioral, and social indicators 
including academic achievement, positive self-concept, social skills, and adaptive skills 
in a large, diverse sample of third- to twelfth-grade students from several states. Results 
of the same study revealed significant, negative relationships between perceived social 
support and various maladaptive indicators such as internalizing and externalizing 
behavior problems.
To investigate the relationship between negative perceptions of support from 
family, peers, and school and the types of emotional and behavioral problems 
adolescents exhibit, Gamefski and Diekstra (1996) conducted an experiment with 476 
Dutch high school students. The sample consisted of an even number of students with
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self-reported emotional problems, behavioral problems, co-occurring emotional and 
behavioral problems, and a control group with no reported problems. Participants were 
also surveyed about the perceived quality of their social support systems using a 
checklist containing statements about family, peer, and school support. This line of 
research differs slightly from the mainstream social support literature in that, while 
most of the literature examines how social support is positively related to beneficial 
outcomes, these researchers examined how negative perceptions of support (essentially, 
lack of support) were related to negative effects on adolescents’ well-being.
Gamefski and Diekstra’s (1996) results indicated that students with co-occurring 
emotional and behavioral problems reported the most negative perceptions about social 
support from family while adolescents with only behavioral problems reported more 
negative perceptions of school support, and students with only emotional problems 
disclosed more negative perceptions of peer support. Furthermore, students with 
emotional and/or behavioral problems perceived significantly more negative support 
from multiple sources than did students without those problems. Gender differences 
were reported in the type of symptoms reported (girls reported more internalizing and 
boys more externalizing); however, no differences were found in the mechanism 
through which social support affected outcomes. More specifically, negative perceived 
social support from the family was most strongly related to students with both 
emotional and behavioral problems and was also related to students experiencing one 
type of problem or the other. It is notable that this study differed from much of the 
social support literature in that negative perceptions of support were measured as 
opposed to positive received or perceived support.
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The research reviewed above plainly supports a positive relationship between 
social support and a variety of beneficial outcomes and a negative relationship between 
social support and a variety of adverse effects. In contrast to such findings, certain 
negative effects of social support have also been documented in the literature. For 
example, Buysse (1997) elaborated on the distinction between social support and 
relationships in general, noting that not all relationships are socially supportive and that 
support from trouble-making peers as well as conflict-ridden relationships can 
negatively impact students’ outcomes. For example, if a child receives support from a 
deviant peer group, that support may not serve as a positive influence, but as a negative 
one in the child’s life. Similarly, conflict-ridden relationships with people who might 
typically provide support in the child’s environment (e.g., parents) may also adversely 
affect them. Buysse (1997) posited that when considering the development of behavior 
problems, perceived support and perceived conflict may serve as protective factors and 
risk factors and that the stronger the child’s relationship with the person providing 
support or conflict, the stronger that person’s influence will be on the child. This 
interesting caveat contradicts the assumption of social support as a strictly positive 
force; however, it extends our complete understanding of the construct as a whole.
To summarize the research described above, some researchers have determined 
a bidirectional relationship between levels of social support from several sources and 
emotional and behavioral problems (Buysse, 1997; Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Gamefski 
& Diekstra, 1996). Furthermore, some sources of social support have been shown to 
differentially affect the types of problems students experience, but support from family 
appears to be more consistently related to symptoms in general. More complicated
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relationships among these constructs are also probable, and research describing more 
intricate models will be discussed next.
Social Support as a Buffer
It is clear that social support is directly related to lower levels of internalizing 
and externalizing behaviors in children and adolescents; however, more complex, 
indirect relationships are also apparent, though the literature is somewhat inconsistent. 
Moreover, few studies in the literature have examined the combined effects of academic 
stress and social support on internalizing and externalizing behavior problems in 
children. Despite this lack of empirical research, it may be that social support does 
have an effect on the relationship between academic stress and behavior problems, 
buffering students from the unpleasant situations associated with scholastic stress and 
preventing them from acting out or feeling upset in response. Some research that has 
been conducted on social support as a buffer is relevant to the current study and will be 
reviewed here.
In a recent meta-analysis of the literature on stress and adolescent 
psychopathology, Grant and colleagues reported that approximately half of the studies 
investigating social support as a buffer of the relationship between various stressors and 
negative outcomes in adolescents reported a buffering effect (Grant et al., 2006). The 
authors identified a pattern in which social support was found as a buffer in 100% of 
studies investigating abuse or poverty as the stressor, while only 45% to 50% of studies 
involving other stressors (e.g., family environment, peer environment, activities/positive
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
40
events) reported a protective effect of social support. It appears as if specific stressors 
may be more likely to be affected by social support than others; however, the authors 
caution that this conclusion is based on a small number of studies and that mediated 
moderations may be partially responsible for contradictory results. That is, stressors 
may elicit a flood of social support, which mediates and moderates the link between 
stressful events and adverse outcomes. Several specific studies are worth further 
discussion and will be detailed next.
Jackson and Warren (2000) investigated relationships among global social 
support, support from a significant other, and internalizing, externalizing, and adaptive 
behaviors in a sample of children and adolescents aged 7 to 13. While most buffering 
research focuses on social support’s protective role involving negative life events, these 
authors chose to also measure the number of positive life events in order to determine if 
it is important to distinguish positive and negative major life events when measuring 
stressors in psychological research. Results indicated that both positive life events and 
global social support were powerful agents in children’s lives, and both were predictive 
of adaptive behavior. More intricate relationships were also evident among the 
constructs, and these relationships were particularly salient for girls. For example, as 
the number of positive life events increased, children who reported low levels of global 
support actually improved on measures of adaptive behavior, indicating that viewing 
major life events in a positive light may be equally or even more important to outcomes 
than the amount of social support one perceives. Protective relationships were also 
evident when externalizing and internalizing behaviors were used as outcomes, and
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global support also buffered the relationship between negative life events and 
internalizing behaviors.
It appears as if social support protects children from the negative effects of 
having few positive life events and also contributes to their adaptive capabilities when 
encountering negative life events. The authors pointed out that positive appraisal of life 
events may compensate for low levels of social support, at least to some degree, and 
that this point may be important when interpreting research that cites social support as a 
buffer between general life events and outcomes (Jackson & Warren, 2000). That is, it 
may be the interpretation of events as negative that has maladaptive consequences, not 
necessarily the type of event in and of itself; differing perceptions of life events, in 
addition to social support, may be partially responsible for the equivocal buffering 
results in the literature. Also enlightening was the finding that global perceived support 
was more important in affecting outcomes than the support of a single significant other.
Licitra-Kleckler and Waas (1993) reported main and buffering effects of support 
from family and peers. Specifically, parent support was directly related to both 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors in a large sample of eleventh- and twelfth- 
grade students while peer support was only significantly related to internalizing 
symptoms. Moreover, the combination of low family and low peer support increased 
adolescents’ risk of involvement in minor delinquency. When coupled with high levels 
of support from family, high levels of peer support did not affect outcomes for girls; 
however, boys with high levels of family and peer support were more likely to engage 
in delinquent activities, a finding that has been supported by other research (Buysse, 
1997). Additionally, family support emerged as a buffer of the link between stress and
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both depression and delinquency, highlighting the continued importance of parental 
support during adolescence and the transition to independence.
In contrast, research conducted by Gamefski (2000) did not find a buffering 
effect of social support. Results indicated that negative perceptions of social support 
from family, peers, and school had greater effects on depressive symptoms than 
antisocial behaviors, and negative family support was most strongly related to antisocial 
behavior, though the relationship between antisocial behavior and negative school 
support was also significant. These results were consistent for both boys and girls; 
however, it is important to note that the methodology utilized in this study differs from 
many of the other studies reported here in that negative perceptions of social support 
were measured as opposed to perceptions of positive support.
In examining individual and class-level differences in the relationships among 
school-related stressors, social support, and health complaints in a large sample of 
Norwegian eighth-grade students, Torsheim and Wold (2001) found that classmate 
support, but not teacher support, was related to fewer health complaints. The authors 
did not discover a buffering effect of social support from either of these sources at the 
individual level; however, they did find that students with similar levels of academically 
related stress reported fewer health complaints if they were members of school classes 
with high support from classmates. It appears as if support from classmates, but not 
teachers, and school climate are closely related and may interact to affect outcomes for 
students. During adolescence, a time of increased independence and reliance on social 
networks, peer support’s effects on outcomes may increase while family support’s
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effect decreases in strength. This result was supported by Gamefski (2000), who 
investigated a large sample of 12- to 18-year-olds in the Netherlands.
Using a sample of fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-grade students with and without 
learning disabilities, Wenz-Gross and Siperstein (1997) found that girls who have 
higher levels of academic stress experienced more feelings of depression. Furthermore, 
they determined that support from people in the home is critical in the behavioral 
adjustment (behavior problems in the classroom and depressive mood) of students with 
learning disabilities. Children with learning problems experience a unique, chronic 
stressor, and a good family support system appeared to buffer them against the potential 
negative outcomes or responses to this life situation. Emotional support from family 
members was related to lower levels of depressive symptoms when peer stress was 
high, but not when stress was low. Similarly, males who experienced more stress from 
rules and teachers but who perceived more problem-solving support from adults 
reported liking school more than males with little stress or little support. Though it 
appears as if the type of negative school event or situation and the source of support 
differentially affect some outcomes for boys and girls, the mechanism of social support 
seems to act similarly for both genders.
This study provided insight into the possible buffering effect of social support 
for students experiencing difficulties at school; however, the authors included measures 
of “friendship features” and “friction in the classroom,” which interacted with other 
predictor variables (Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997). Also, the participants all had 
diagnosed learning disabilities, making it possible that their academic situations differ 
slightly from regular education students who are experiencing academic stress. Because
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the current study did not include such measures of friendship and classroom 
environment and included both regular and special education students, the results 
should be applied to the present study with caution.
Summary of Gender Differences and Developmental Trends
Though some of the studies reviewed above included the investigation of gender 
differences in the relationships among constructs, much of the literature did not report 
results separately by gender. It is unclear whether this indicates a lack of differential 
results for males and females or simply failure to investigate or report discrepancies. 
Because gender differences exist in the types of outcomes boys and girls experience, it 
is important to investigate whether or not social support differentially impacts these 
effects for boys and girls. This section will summarize the literature that is available 
regarding gender differences in the constructs of academic stress, social support, 
internalizing and externalizing behavior, and their interrelationships.
A general theme throughout the literature is that boys are more inclined to 
express frustration or unhappiness through externalizing behavior, whereas girls have a 
tendency to internalize their distress (Calvete & Cardenoso, 2005; Colarossi & Eccles, 
2003; Gamefski, 2000; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993). 
Perhaps gender differences have such a tendency to arise because males and females 
think and interpret events differently (Calvete & Cardenoso, 2005; Colarossi & Eccles, 
2003; Torsheim & Wold, 2001). Similarly, because gender differences increase during 
adolescence, it appears as if developmental factors may also be involved in the types of
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broad (internalizing vs. externalizing) and narrow (crying vs. withdrawal, hitting peers 
vs. stealing) symptoms boys and girls exhibit at various ages. For example, during 
adolescence, a time of increased independence and reliance on social networks, peer 
support’s effects on outcomes may increase while family support’s effect decreases in 
strength. This result was supported by Gamefski (2000), who investigated a large 
sample of 12- to 18-year-olds in the Netherlands. In addition, the occurrence of both 
depressive symptoms and antisocial behavior appeared to increase with age.
Further support for investigating developmental and gender differences in 
behavior comes from Calvete and Cardenoso (2005), who found both gender and 
developmental trends in the types of outcomes experienced by boys and girls. Boys 
were more inclined to engage in delinquent behaviors and girls were more likely to 
report symptoms of depression in a large sample of Spanish youth. In a developmental 
context, younger children were more likely to have self-focused cognitions and to need 
more acceptance from others; however, justification of violence and low frustration 
tolerance increased with age only for boys. Overall, the authors reported that 59.9% of 
the gender differences in internalizing and 62.5% of the gender differences in 
externalizing was accounted for by differences in cognitions. More specifically, 
negative orientation toward social problems was more likely to affect internalizing 
symptoms and was more frequently reported by girls, while justification of violence, 
impulsivity, and carelessness were more likely to affect externalizing behaviors and 
were more frequently reported by boys. It is also possible that the socialization of girls 
and boys contributes to how they express distress; for example, perhaps girls are
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
46
socialized to cry and express distress by emoting, while boys are socialized to 
communicate anger and frustration through behavior.
In regard to childhood stress, 18 of 19 studies reviewed in a meta-analysis found 
a stronger relationship between stressors and outcomes for girls than for boys (Grant et 
al., 2006). For example, Michie, Glachan, and Bray (2001) established that females 
experience more negative academic self-concept and stress than males in a sample of 
undergraduate students. In addition, Jones (1993) found some gender differences in 
high school students’ perceived precursors to academic stress, with girls reporting 
significantly more stress than boys for 8 of the 35 possible antecedents. Elias and 
colleagues reported that peer relationship tasks are most strongly related to self-concept 
and perceived school environment for girls, whereas peer relationships, conflict with 
authority, and academic pressure tasks were most strongly related to these outcomes for 
boys (Elias, Ubriaco, Reese, Gara, Rothbaum, et al., 1992). Finally, Wenz-Gross and 
Siperstein (1997) found that girls with higher levels of stress also reported higher levels 
of depression, while boys who reported more stress but who perceived problem-solving 
support from adults also described liking school more than those without support.
Other researchers have confirmed these results (Little & Garber, 2004; Pomerantz et al., 
2002). Though these studies report gender differences, it is important to note that the 
populations differ from that of the current study and that other studies did not report 
gender differences in the relationship between academic stress and outcomes.
Despite many similar outcomes of social support for males and females, gender 
differences exist among children’s social networks and support systems. For example, 
in terms of social support, some research has revealed that males have larger and
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broader networks than females (Coates, 1987; Tietjen, 1982), whereas others 
established that females report more network members (Blyth, Hill, & Thiel, 1982).
Still other researchers have reported no sex differences in the size and structure of social 
networks (Garbarino, Burston, Raber, Russell, & Crouter, 1978; Riley & Cochran,
1987).
In general, boys tend to socialize in larger groups than girls (Tietjen, 1982), but 
girls report more intimate self-disclosure in their social relationships (Blyth & Foster- 
Clark, 1987). When faced with a variety of stressful situations, girls also tend to seek 
out support significantly more often than boys (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; Whiting & 
Whiting, 1975), particularly from their peers, while boys seek support from their family 
(Burke & Weir, 1978; Frey & Rothlisberger, 1996). Coates (1987) found that, when in 
need of support, girls prefer female family members to peers, but boys prefer peers or 
nonfamilial adults. These preferences were reversed, however, when considering the 
level of intimacy achieved from each source of support, with boys reporting more 
intimate relationships with family members and girls reporting friends as sources of 
more close, personal interaction (Coates, 1987).
Demaray and Malecki (2002) as well as Malecki and Demaray (2004) found 
that, overall, girls report significantly higher levels of perceived social support than do 
boys. Regarding the source of support, girls and boys state similar patterns of support 
from parents; however, girls report significantly more support from all other sources 
(teachers, classmates, close friends).
Malecki and Demaray (2004) reported that girls perceive higher levels of social 
support from classmates and close friends than do boys. Within gender groups, boys
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report less social support from classmates than from teachers, parents, or close friends, 
whereas girls report significantly more support from close friends than from parents, 
teachers, or classmates. Exploratory analyses from the same study revealed distinct 
relationships between social support from different sources and externalizing, 
internalizing, and adaptive behavior in middle school boys and girls. Parent support 
was related to all three outcomes for girls, but only to adaptive behavior for boys, while 
teacher support was related to internalizing behavior for boys and externalizing 
behavior for girls. No significant relationships were found between close friend support 
and psychological outcomes for girls, but this type of support was moderately related to 
internalizing in boys. In addition, classmate support was found to be associated with all 
three behavioral indicators for both genders. On the other hand, a study by Gamefski 
and Diekstra (1996) resulted in no gender differences when investigating the effects of 
social support from different sources on emotional and behavior problems.
In regard to the type of support, Malecki and Demaray (2003) found no gender 
differences in the types provided by parents and teachers, but girls report more 
emotional, informational, and appraisal support from classmates than do boys. Again, 
despite these differences in amount of support, the patterns among type and source of 
support were similar for boys and girls.
As stated previously, much of the research relevant to the current study did not 
report gender differences. In some instances it seems as if social support may impact 
outcomes for girls and boys in slightly different ways, but in general, both genders 
benefit from supportive adults and peers. Overall, it appears as if the literature indicates 
that the patterns among social support and the psychological and academic outcomes
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are similar for boys and girls. Though the type of event and source of support may 
differentially affect outcomes for the genders, the mechanism of social support appears 
to be similar for the two constructs. The current study addressed this limitation of the 
existing literature by investigating possible gender differences in the relationships 
among academic stress, social support, and student internalizing and externalizing 
behavior.
Introduction to the Current Study
The present study was guided by several objectives; however, the main goal was 
to test the theory that social support acts as a moderator or buffer of the relationship 
between academic stress and student internalizing and externalizing behavior (see 
Figure 1). This theory is based on the hypothesis that students who experience 
academic stress act out or become upset because of frustration with challenging work, 
difficulty understanding the requirements of academic tasks, fear of failure, or 
perceiving pressure from internal or external sources (Anderson et al., 2005; Bryant, 
1998; Hurrelmann et al., 1992; Kaplan et al., 2005; Nounopoulos et al., 2006;
Pomerantz et al., 2002; Verma & Gupta, 1990; Weiten, 1988; Wenz-Gross &
Siperstein, 1997).
It is likely that both the main effect and the buffering theories are operating and 
that all students benefit from higher levels of social support; however, it is hypothesized 
that this support will be more beneficial for students who are experiencing academic 
stress (see Figure 2). The theory proposed here follows from research that identifies
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social support as a buffer between negative life events and adverse outcomes (Cohen & 
Wills, 1985). It is quite possible that internalizing symptoms could occur instead of, or 
in conjunction with externalizing problems, as seen in Figure 1, and that the type of 
outcome may vary by gender. Additionally, academics are only one example of a 
variety of stressor that may interact with social support to affect behavior during 
adolescence.
Social Support
Academic Stress Internalizing and/or Externalizing 
Behaviors
Figure 1. Social Support as a Moderator of the Relationship Between Academic Stress 
and Internalizing and/or Externalizing Problems.
Social support might act as a buffer in several ways. For example, people in a 
student’s life might provide informational support by giving advice or guidance and 
helping to solve problems the student is experiencing with academic tasks. Similarly, 
the student might perceive or receive appraisal support or feedback on his or her 
academic performance. Such evaluation might help the student to recognize where he 
or she stands academically, allowing him or her to see where improvement is needed. If 
the student understands how to remedy the problem, he or she may not act out in 
frustration or get upset. Instrumental support could also protect a student experiencing 
academic stress or perceiving academic pressure. If people take the time to provide the
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student with the necessary tools for success, be it manipulatives for math class or extra 
time after school, the student may not experience adverse outcomes due to his or her 
situation. Finally, emotional support may assure an academically stressed student that 
he or she is still loved and valued, and this knowledge may prevent the student from 
acting out or becoming upset as a reaction.
High Support 
Low Support
Low Stress High Stress
Stress
Figure 2. Graph of Social Support as a Buffer of the Relationship Between Stress and 
Adverse Outcomes.
It is also possible that social support moderates this relationship in a slightly 
different way. To consider an alternative function of the buffering hypothesis, perhaps 
social support only becomes important if it is missing. In other words, students with 
academic stress may experience problems only if support is absent or deficient, or if 
people’s actions are being perceived as pressuring and unsupportive. Academic stress
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and internalizing and externalizing behavior problems may not be linked as strongly for 
students who have adequate support, and the interrelationships may arise only when 
support is lacking. For example, if a stressed student’s parents do not express love and 
understanding (emotional support), the student may act out or become upset more often. 
A student lacking instrumental support may not have the tools to solve his or her 
stressful situation or respond to the pressure, which may result in challenging behavior 
or feelings of sadness and anxiety at school. Similarly, a student who does not have the 
necessary information to ameliorate academic stress might react negatively to his or her 
situation. This “opposite” way of examining the buffering model is possible and was 
considered in the present study. In fact, any and all of these mechanisms may explain 
why social support may have a moderating effect on the relationship between academic 
stress and internalizing and externalizing behavior problems.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
As presented in the literature review, academic stress is related to a variety of 
adverse outcomes in children and adolescents, and social support is related to both of 
these constructs; however, not enough is known about the interrelationships among the 
three constructs. Results of the current study will help to explain the existing links by 
investigating social support as a potential moderating or buffering factor in the 
relationship between academic stress and behavior problems. The following research 
questions guided this exploration: How do academic stress levels and perceived social 
support vary for girls and for boys and for students from different grade levels? How
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do social support from various sources, academic stress, and internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors interrelate? Finally, does social support moderate the 
relationship between academic stress and externalizing behaviors for boys and 
internalizing behaviors for girls?
How Do Academic Stress Levels and Perceived Social Support Vary for Girls and for 
Bovs and for Students from Different Grade Levels?
Several researchers have found developmental trends in stress, social support, 
and internalizing and externalizing outcomes. First, the nature of stress appears to 
change from childhood to adolescence (Anderson et al., 2005; DuBois et al., 2002; Hess 
& Copeland, 2006; Yamamoto & Byrnes, 1987), with the number and impact of 
stressors increasing as children age; however, none of these studies examined 
developmental trends in stress during the limited timeframe of junior high school. 
Similarly, gender differences are also evident within the literature, with girls reporting 
not only more stress but also stronger reactions to stress than boys (Colarossi & Eccles, 
2003; Grant et al., 2006; Hurrelmann et al., 1992; Jackson & Warren, 2000; Licitra- 
Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Little & Garber, 2004; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Wenz-Gross & 
Siperstein, 1997).
Second, gender differences are evident in the social support literature, with girls 
tending to perceive more social support from teachers, classmates, and close friends 
than boys (Blyth & Foster-Clark, 1987; Blyth et al., 1982; Demaray & Malecki, 2002; 
Lifrak et al., 1997; Malecki & Demaray, 2004). Developmental^, students’
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
54
relationships with peers strengthen during adolescence, but parents and family appear to 
remain important as well. There is little agreement about the differential impact of 
specific sources of support across development; however, it appears as if certain types 
of problems may be more specifically affected by certain sources of support (Buysse, 
1997; Gamefski, 2000; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996).
Finally, both gender differences and developmental trends are apparent in the 
incidence and prevalence of internalizing and externalizing problems in childhood and 
adolescence. Boys are more likely to express frustration or unhappiness through 
externalizing behavior, whereas girls have a tendency to internalize their distress 
(Calvete & Cardenoso, 2005; Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Gamefski, 2001; Gamefski & 
Diekstra, 1996; Huberty, 1997; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Stark et al., 1997). 
Additionally, both internalizing and externalizing behaviors have been shown to 
increase with age (Gamefski, 2000; Huberty, 1997, 2004; Stark, 1990; Stark et al.,
1997).
In the current study, it was predicted that girls would report significantly more 
academic stress than boys. Potential grade level differences were also examined; 
however, the literature does not provide enough information to allow for specific 
predictions about changes in stress levels during the narrow timeframe of junior high 
school. In addition, it was predicted that girls would report more internalizing 
symptoms than boys and that boys would exhibit more externalizing behaviors than 
girls. Internalizing and externalizing scores were not expected to vary significantly by 
grade level. Though the research has indicated that internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors increase from childhood to adolescence and from adolescence to adulthood,
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differences are not expected in the narrow age range sampled in the current study. 
Finally, gender differences and developmental trends were expected in social support 
scores. Specifically, it was predicted that girls would perceive more social support from 
teachers and classmates than boys but that the genders would report similar levels of 
social support from parents. Potential grade level differences were also examined; 
however, the literature does not provide enough information to allow for specific 
predictions about changes in social support levels during the narrow timeframe of junior 
high school.
How Do Social Support From Various Sources. Academic Stress, and Internalizing and
Externalizing Behaviors Interrelate?
Previous research indicates that students who exhibit challenging behaviors and 
emotional problems often report lower levels of perceived social support than students 
without such troubles (Demaray & Malecki, 2002; DuBois et al., 2002; Gamefski & 
Diekstra, 1996; Lifrak et al., 1997; Malecki & Demaray, 2004; Wenz-Gross & 
Siperstein, 1997). Additionally, a positive relationship between general stress in 
childhood and internalizing and externalizing behavior has been documented 
(Landman-Peeters et al., 2005; Little & Garber, 2004; Rae-Grant et al., 1988; Sim,
2000; Zakriski et al., 1996), as has a link between these outcomes and academic stress 
in particular (Anderson et al., 2005; Kaplan et al., 2005; Kouzma & Kennedy, 2004; 
Nounopoulos et al., 2006; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Torsheim & Wold, 2001; Verma & 
Gupta, 1990; Weidner et al., 1996; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997; Yamamoto and
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Byrnes, 1987). Finally, the literature also supports a negative relationship between 
social support and stressors in childhood (Bryant, 1998; Pomerantz et al., 2002; 
Torsheim & Wold, 2001; Zakriski et al., 1996). Because gender differences are 
supported in the interactions among the constructs of social support, academic stress, 
and internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Grant et al., 
2006; Hampel & Petermann, 2006; Hess & Copeland, 2006; Jackson & Warren, 2000; 
Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Little & Garber, 2004), the current study examined the 
relationships separately by gender.
For the entire sample of students, a moderate, negative relationship was 
predicted between three sources of social support (parent, teacher, classmate) and 
academic stress. Because little research has been conducted on the relationship between 
social support and stress specifically due to academics, no gender differences were 
predicted in this relationship. In addition, small to moderate, positive relationships 
were predicted between the three sources of social support and internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors. It was predicted that the relationship between social support 
and externalizing behavior would be stronger for boys and that the relationship between 
social support and internalizing behavior would be stronger for girls than for boys 
(Lifrak et al., 1997; Rae-Grant et al., 1988; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997).
A moderate, positive relationship was predicted between academic stress and 
internalizing and externalizing behavior scores. Gender differences were expected in 
these relationships, with the link between academic stress and internalizing symptoms 
being stronger for girls and the link between academic stress and externalizing 
behaviors being stronger for boys.
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In addition, academic stress was predicted to be a significant, individual 
predictor of internalizing scores for girls and externalizing scores for boys. Similarly, it 
was predicted that parent, teacher, and classmate support would each be significant 
individual predictors of internalizing and externalizing scores for all students. Social 
support from these sources has been linked to positive outcomes in the literature and the 
strongest and most consistent relationships have been found between these three sources 
and outcomes (Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Malecki & 
Demaray, 2004, 2006; Richman et al., 1998). The social support research is equivocal 
in regard to gender differences; some studies report differences in the amount and 
source of social support as well as variation in the relationships between social support 
and outcomes for girls and boys (Burke & Weir, 1978; Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Frey 
& Rothlisberger, 1996; Malecki & Demaray, 2006). Other studies report no such 
variation, with similar trends for both genders (Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Malecki & 
Demaray, 2006). In light of these inconsistent findings, gender differences in the 
relationships between social support from various sources and internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors were investigated, though no significant differences were 
predicted.
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Does Social Support Moderate the Relationship Between Academic Stress and
Externalizing Behaviors for Boys and Internalizing Behaviors for Girls?
The buffering model proposes that social support has positive effects for 
individuals who are experiencing negative life events or situations, protecting them 
from maladaptive outcomes (Cohen et al., 2000; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Heitzman & 
Kaplan, 1988; Pearson, 1986; Sandler et al., 1989). Just as social support can be 
considered an overall protective factor, guarding individuals from adverse outcomes, 
lack of social support may also be considered a risk factor. As discussed previously, 
when social support is missing, individuals may be more likely to interpret negative 
situations and events as stressful, resulting in negative outcomes.
Academics can be a source of stress for both low- and high-achieving students, 
and academic stress has been linked to internalizing symptoms (Bryant, 1998; Kaplan et 
al., 2005; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Rae-Grant et al., 1988; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 
1997) and externalizing behaviors (Kaplan et al., 2005; Little & Garber, 2004; 
Pomerantz et al., 2002; Torsheim & Wold, 2001; Weidner et al., 1996). It was expected 
that social support would act as a moderator and change the nature of the relationship 
between academic stress and internalizing and externalizing outcomes by providing 
students with information and support to help them manage their academic situation. 
Because the literature supports gender differences in the relationship between stress and 
outcomes (Elias et al., 1992; Grant et al., 2006; Jones, 1993; Little &Garber, 2004; 
Michie et al., 2001; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997), social 
support was investigated as a moderator of the relationship between academic stress and
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internalizing for girls and as a moderator of the relationship between academic stress 
and externalizing for boys.
Specifically, it was hypothesized that boys who report high levels of academic 
stress but have high levels of perceived social support would be less likely to exhibit 
behavior problems in school because of assistance and encouragement from people 
around them. Conversely, it was expected that boys with high levels of academic stress 
and low levels of perceived social support would exhibit more behavior problems due to 
a lack of this care and help. Because social support was expected to moderate the link 
between academic stress and the adverse outcome of behavior problems, the level of 
social support experienced by boys with low stress levels was not expected to impact 
the degree of behavior problems exhibited by those students as much as it did for boys 
who report high levels of academic stress. In sum, it was predicted that social support 
would moderate the relationship between academic stress scores and behavior problems 
for boys.
Similarly, it was hypothesized that girls who report high levels of academic 
stress but have high levels of perceived social support would be less likely to report 
internalizing problems in school because of assistance and encouragement from people 
around them. Conversely, it was expected that girls with high levels of academic stress 
and low levels of perceived social support would report more internalizing problems 
due to a lack of this care and help. Because social support was expected to moderate 
the link between academic stress and the adverse outcome of internalizing behavior 
problems, the level of social support experienced by girls with low stress levels was not 
expected to impact the degree of internalizing problems reported by those students as
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much as it did for girls who experience high academic stress. In sum, it was predicted 
that social support would moderate the relationship between academic stress scores and 
internalizing problems for girls.




This study included 268 male and female students from a public junior high 
school serving sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students in suburban Illinois. The 
school serves approximately 860 fifth- through eighth-grade students, and 
approximately 670 students are in sixth through eighth grades. The community is 
comprised of mostly middle-class families; 10.4% of the students in this junior high 
school receive free/reduced-price lunches, which has been shown to correlate with other 
measures of SES, such as family income (Ensminger, Forrest, Riley, Kang, Green, et 
al., 2000). A variety of educational and extracurricular activities are available at this 
school, including clubs for students interested in art, the outdoors, drama, skiing, 
government, and a variety of athletics. Special education programs including Reading 
Support, Resource, and Full Instructional classes are available for students who require 
more support than is available through the regular education curriculum. The 
Institutional Review Board of Northern Illinois University approved this study. Prior to 
participating in the study, parental consent and student assent were obtained for all 
participants (see Appendix A). Please see Table 1 for specific demographic 
information.
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Receive Free/Reduced Lunch 21 7.8
Special Education Status
Receive Special Education 26 9.7
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Survey of Academic Stress
The initial version of the Survey of Academic Stress (SAS) consisted of 28 
items that inquire about the stress students feel in relation to academic activities and 
situations. Items were primarily developed by the author by adapting items from a 
number of unpublished, informal stress measures utilized by school districts to assess 
high school students’ stress levels. Because many of the items on these measures were 
not relevant to the current study (e.g., college prep, sports, ACT and SAT exams), they 
only served as guides; all items were edited and adapted to be appropriate for junior 
high school students. The original pool of items was refined and edited though 
consultation with researchers and educators familiar with this age group. Items include 
statements such as “I get upset because school is hard for me” and “I get upset because 
I take my schoolwork too seriously.” The SAS is scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = 
Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree), and a total academic stress score is 
determined by summing the students’ ratings for all items.
Principal components analysis was conducted on the initial 28 items in order to 
determine the items that best represent the construct of academic stress. A Promax 
rotation was used without forcing any factors, and factors were allowed to fully 
intercorrelate. Five initial factors emerged, though only four were retained. Only few 
items loaded on the fifth factor, and those items that did were deleted because they also
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loaded highly on more than one factor. Please see Appendix B for the original version 
of the SAS that was administered to the participants in this study.
Items were retained on a factor based on several criteria. First, as suggested by 
Tabachnick and Fidell (2001), items must have had factor loadings of at least .32 and 
they must not have loaded highly on more than one factor. Second, each item must 
have conceptually matched the other items on the factor. The following items were 
deleted from the measure for these reasons, resulting in a 23-item measure: I get upset 
because.. .I’m not able to keep up with the work at school (Item 23), I feel like I can’t 
get ahead at school (Item 24), I feel too much pressure to do well at school (Item 21), 
another kid sees my grade on something (Item 27), I’m not good at math (Item 6), and 
I’m not a good reader (Item 5). The 23 items that were retained on the measure had 
good (above .50) to excellent (above .70) factor loadings (Comrey & Lee, 1992).
The final four factors were labeled Struggling Stress, Overwhelmed Stress, 
External Stress, and Internal Stress. Eigenvalues for the four subscales were 13.06,
1.74, 1.47, and 1.01, respectively. The item-total correlations for the entire scale ranged 
from .429 to .800. For the Struggling Stress subscale, item-total correlations ranged 
from .697 to .836; for the Overwhelmed Stress subscale they ranged from .573 to .845; 
for the External Stress subscale they ranged from .785 to .903; and for the Internal 
Stress subscale they ranged from .845 to .862. Correlations among the SAS subscales 
ranged from .40 to .74, and correlations among the SAS subscales and the total SAS 
score ranged from .59 to .93. All correlations were significant atp <  .001. The 23 
items included in the final scale explained a total of 61.67% of the variance.
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Analyses also provided evidence that the SAS scores can be used as reliable 
indicators of academic stress. The internal consistency coefficient for the entire scale 
was .95. Skew and kurtosis statistics were within the normal ranges for the total SAS as 
well as the four subscales; the measure did not appear to violate the assumption of 
normality. See Table 2 for the items that loaded onto each scale and their factor loading 
statistics, as well as the coefficient alphas for the four subscales on the SAS.
Correlations among the SAS subscale and total scores can be found in Table 3.
Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale
The Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS; Malecki, Demaray, & 
Elliott, 2000) is a 60-item rating scale developed to measure students’ perceived social 
support from five different sources: parents, teachers, classmates, close friends, and 
other people in the school. Items on the CASSS include statements describing 
supportive behaviors such as “My parent(s) understand me.” Students are asked to read 
each statement and indicate their response by rating the item on both frequency and 
importance. Frequency ratings are scored on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = Never to 6 = 
Always), and importance ratings are scored on a 3-point Likert scale (1 = Not Important 
to 3 = Very Important).
Each of the five subscales on the CASSS corresponds to one of the sources of 
social support (parent, teacher, classmates, close friend, school). Each subscale 
contains 12 items that measure the four different types of social support described in 
Tardy’s (1985) model: emotional, informational, appraisal, and
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Table 2






Struggling Stress Subscale .92
I get upset because...
I get worse grades than other students .837
I fail even when I try my best .831
I can’t seem to learn the things I’m supposed to .819
I can’t understand the assignments at school .802
I feel like I can’t get ahead at school .790
My grades are disappointing to me .781
School is hard for me .775
I can’t keep up with everyone else at school .762
I want to do better at school, but I can’t .713
I’ve gotten a worse grade than I wanted .651
Overwhelmed Stress Subscale .92
I get upset because...
Schoolwork is stressful to me .851
I have too much homework to do it all well .829
There’s just too much schoolwork for me to get it 
all done
.816
Schoolwork is overwhelming .804
My schoolwork is frustrating .796
It feels like everything is due at once .779
I never do quite as well as I would like .722
A test or quiz is coming .522
External Stress Subscale .80
I get upset because...
My parents pressure me to get good grades .858
My parents tell me I should be able to get better 
grades
.821
My teachers pressure me to get good grades .752
Internal Stress Subscale .63
I get upset because...
I take my schoolwork too seriously .849
My expectations for myself at school are too high .638
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Table 3












Stress 1.0 74** .60** 44** 92**
Overwhelmed
Stress 1.0 .59** 49** 92**
External Stress 1.0 40** .73**
Internal Stress 1.0 .59**
Total Stress 1.0
Note: **p<.01.
instrumental. Frequency scores for each subscale are found by adding the frequency 
ratings for each of the 12 items within that subscale; summing all five frequency 
subscale scores provides a Total Frequency score. Similarly, importance ratings for 
each subscale are obtained by summing the importance scores for the 12 items within 
each subscale, and the summed subscale importance ratings can be added to find the 
Total Importance score. The present study used the Parent, Teacher, and Classmate 
frequency subscales. The importance scores and the Close Friend, School, and Total 
frequency scores were not examined. Please see Appendix C for the CASSS subscales 
employed in the present study.
The CASSS is an updated version of the previous 1999 version (Malecki, 
Demaray, Elliott, & Nolten, 1999). Data collected on the recent revisions have 
provided sound psychometric support for the CASSS (Malecki et al., 2000), showing 
strong reliability and validity data for both middle and high school students (Malecki et
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al., 2004; also see Demaray & Malecki, 2002, 2003). Reliability and validity data for 
the high school population will not be detailed here, as it is not relevant to the current 
study. The CASSS Total Frequency Scale produced excellent internal consistency at 
.96 to .97 for middle school students, and frequency subscale reliability coefficients 
ranged from .92 to .96. Eight- to ten-week test-retest reliability with middle school 
students ranged from .75 to .78 for the Total Frequency Scale and from .58 to .74 for 
the frequency subscales (Malecki et al., 2004).
The CASSS was compared to several measures in order to provide evidence for 
construct validity (Malecki et al., 2004). The CASSS correlated significantly with the 
Social Support Scale for Children Total Score (SSSC; Harter, 1985) (r = .56, p  < .001). 
Significant correlations were also found between the CASSS and the Social Support 
Appraisals Scale Total Score (SSAS; Dubow & Ullman, 1989) (r = .55, p  > .001). 
Finally, the CASSS correlated positively with the Personal Adjustment Subscale of the 
Behavior Assessment System for Children-Self Report o f Personality (BASC SRP; 
Reynolds & Kamphaus, 1998) (r = .36, p  < .001). Negative correlations were 
established between the CASSS and the BASC SRP Clinical Maladjustment Subscale (r 
= -.20, p  < .05), Emotional Symptoms Index (r = -.28, p < .001), and School 
Maladjustment Subscale (r = -.41 p  < .001).
When administered to a sample of sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students (n 
=183), factor loadings on the CASSS corresponded to the Parent, Teacher, Classmate, 
Close Friend, and School Subscales, indicating a five-factor structure (Demaray & 
Malecki, 2002). Within each factor, factor loadings ranged from .52 to .81, with 
eigenvalues ranging from 19.07 to 2.67.
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A principal components analysis with Promax rotation was conducted to 
confirm the factor structure of the current data. Three factors (Parent, Teacher, 
Classmate) were forced on the data based on the factors that are documented in the 
CASSS’s extensive research base. All items loaded as expected, with no exceptions. 
Coefficient alphas for the Parent, Teacher, and Classmate Support scores were excellent 
at .94, .94, and .95, respectively. Taken together, the 36 items explained 62.6% of the 
variance in scores.
Internalizing Items from the Behavior Assessment System for Children. Second Edition
The Behavior Assessment System for Children, Second Edition, Self-Report of 
Personality (BASC-2 SRP) is a rating scale that measures the personality and self­
perceptions of children (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). On some items, students 
respond either “true” or “false” to statements regarding their adjustment, while other 
items require students to select their response from a 4-point scale (0 = Never to 3 = 
Almost Always). Several subscale scores result; however, only the Anxiety, Depression, 
and Somatization subscales were analyzed in the present study. The BASC-2 manual 
(Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004) states that the Anxiety Subscale taps behaviors such as 
nervousness, worry, and fear, and the Depression Subscale measures students’ feelings 
of sadness or hopelessness. According to the BASC-2 manual, the Somatization 
Subscale assesses “the tendency to be overly sensitive to and complain about relatively 
minor physical problems and discomforts” (p.60).
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The BASC-2 SRP has demonstrated support for the internal consistency of the 
Anxiety and Depression Subscales with coefficients of .86 and .84, respectively, for the 
child version and .86 and .88, respectively, for the adolescent version. Test-retest 
reliability (13 to 66 days) for the Anxiety and Depression Subscales was demonstrated 
via median correlations of .72 and .71, respectively, for the child version and .69 and 
.81, respectively, for the adolescent version. Validity evidence was provided by the 
factor structure of the scales as well as through correlations with other measures, such 
as the Conners-Wells Adolescent Self-Report Scale (CASS; Conners, 1997), the 
Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1992), the Revised Children’s Manifest 
Anxiety Scale (RCMAS: Reynolds & Richmond, 2000), and the Youth Self-Report 
(YSR; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). The BASC-2 SRP was standardized on a large 
sample of children and adolescents from public and private schools, mental health 
clinics, and hospitals in 40 states. The sample was diverse in terms of age, 
race/ethnicity, SES, disability, and geographic region. Overall, the psychometric 
evidence for the BASC-2 SRP is robust.
There are three forms for the BASC-2 SRP: the child form (ages 8-11), the 
adolescent form (ages 12-21), and the form for young adults attending postsecondary 
school (ages 18-25). Because the current sample was comprised of junior high school 
students, very few students were under the age of twelve, requiring the child form. Due 
to the fact that the child form does not include the Somatization Subscale, all students in 
the present study completed the adolescent form, regardless of their age. Raw scores 
(not standard scores) were used to assess internalizing problems, so this alteration 
should not interfere with the scoring of the measure.
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A principal components analysis with Promax rotation was conducted to confirm 
the factor structure of the current data. Three factors were forced on the data based on 
the factors that are documented in the BASC-2 manual (Anxiety, Depression, 
Somatization). The items largely loaded as expected. Three items that were expected 
to load on the Depression Subscale (No one understands me, I feel sad, and I feel 
depressed) and one item that was expected to load on the Somatization Subscale (I feel 
dizzy) loaded with the Anxiety items; these four items were retained on their original 
scales based on a large amount of research supporting the BASC-2’s factor structure. 
Coefficient alphas for the Anxiety, Depression, Somatization, and Internalizing 
Composite scores were excellent at .90, .90, .77, and .94, respectively. Taken together, 
the 32 items explained 49.2% of the variance in scores. Please see Appendix D for the 
BASC-2 items used to assess internalizing behaviors in this study.
Externalizing Items from the Behavior Assessment System for Children. Second
Edition
Unfortunately, the BASC-2 does not have a self-reported measure of externalizing 
behavior, as self-reports have been found to be the most accurate source of data when 
assessing behavior problems in adolescence (Grant et al., 2006). To address this 
limitation, the items from the BASC-2 Teacher Rating Scales (BASC-2 TRS) were 
rephrased into self-report statements for the purpose of this study. For example, the 
BASC-2 TRS item “Argues when denied own way” was rephrased to state, “ I argue 
when I don’t get my way.” The psychometric properties of the original measure are
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detailed next; however, because the BASC-2 was used in a way that deviates from the 
standard procedure, psychometric analyses were also conducted on the current sample 
and are provided here as well. Please see Appendix E for the BASC-2 items used to 
assess externalizing behaviors in this study.
The BASC-2 TRS is an inclusive measure of adaptive and behavior problems in 
students (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). Teachers are asked to rate a child’s behavior 
using a 4-point scale (0 = Never to 3 = Almost Always). Several subscale scores result; 
however, only the Hyperactivity, Aggression, and Conduct Problems Subscales, which 
make up the externalizing composite, were analyzed in the present study. The BASC-2 
manual (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004) states that the Hyperactivity Subscale taps a 
child’s activity level and impulsivity. The Aggression Subscale assesses the “tendency 
to do physical or emotional harm to others or their property” (p. 61). Finally, the 
Conduct Problems Subscale measures deviant and disruptive behaviors that are similar 
to antisocial or delinquent behaviors on other behavioral measures.
The BASC-2 TRS has demonstrated support for the internal consistency of the 
Hyperactivity, Aggression, and Conduct Problems Subscales with coefficients of .94,
.93 and .92, respectively, for the child version and .95, .93, and .92, respectively, for the 
adolescent version. Test-retest reliability (8 to 65 days) for the same subscales was 
demonstrated via median correlations of .88, .85, and .88, respectively, for the child 
version and .90, .86, and .81, respectively, for the adolescent version. Evidence for 
interrater reliability was demonstrated by comparing two teachers’ ratings of the same 
student. Interrater reliability coefficients for the Hyperactivity, Aggression, and 
Conduct Problems Subscales were .53, .60, and .67, respectively, for the child version
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and .70, .42, and .64, respectively, for the adolescent version. Validity evidence was 
provided by the factor structure of the scales as well as through correlations with other 
measures, such as the Achenbach System o f Empirically Based Assessment Caregiver- 
Teacher Report Form (ASEBA; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2000) and Conners ’ Teacher 
Rating Scale-Revised (CTRS-R; Conners, 1997). The BASC-2 TRS was standardized 
on a large sample of children and adolescents and their teachers from public and private 
schools, mental health clinics, and hospitals in 40 states. The sample was diverse in 
terms of age, race/ethnicity, SES, disability, and geographic region. Overall, there is 
sound psychometric evidence for the BASC-2 TRS.
There are three forms for the BASC-2 TRS, the preschool form (ages 2-5), the 
child form (ages 6-11), and the adolescent form (ages 12-21). As with the Internalizing 
Subscales, all students in the present study completed the adolescent form, regardless of 
their age. Raw scores (not standard scores) will be used to assess externalizing 
problems, so this alteration should not interfere with the scoring of the measure.
A principal components analysis with Promax rotation was conducted to confirm 
the factor structure of the current data. Three factors were forced on the data based on 
the factors that are documented in the BASC-2 manual (Hyperactivity, Aggression, 
Conduct Problems). The items did not load as expected, with several items from each 
hypothesized subscale loading onto each factor. Because there was no theoretical or 
conceptual reason for the items to load as they did, and because of a large amount of 
research supporting the BASC-2’s factor structure, the items were retained on their 
original scales. This was not expected to impact the results of this study because only 
the total externalizing score was used in all main analyses. Coefficient alphas for the
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Hyperactivity, Aggression, Conduct Problems, and Externalizing Composite scores 
were excellent at .87, .96, .91, and .95, respectively. This provides further support that, 
though the factor structure did not emerge as expected, the items on the originally 
hypothesized scales still cluster together well. Taken together, the 32 items explained 
53.4% of the variance in scores.
Records Data
Grade Point Average (GPA)
Students’ language arts, science, math, reading, and social studies grades were 
collected from the first quarter of the school year. The five grades were averaged to 
form an overall GPA score.
Free/Reduced-Price Lunch Status
The names of participating students who receive a free or reduced-cost lunch at 
school were collected as an indicator of low socio-economic status (SES; Ensminger et 
al., 2000).
Special Education Status
The names of participating students who are entitled to special education 
services were collected from records data.
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A recruitment letter was sent to the principal at a local junior high school 
requesting participation in the current study. Upon his positive interest in the study, all 
students in sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade received a consent letter and permission 
form to take home (see Appendix A). Students received a small gift for returning a 
permission slip, regardless of whether or not parental consent was granted, but only 
students with parental consent were allowed to participate in the study.
Student data collection was completed in the classroom during study halls on 
two consecutive Fridays while nonparticipating students were allowed to work or read 
quietly at their desks. Teachers were provided with standardized directions to read to 
the students in their class, and the primary researcher was available during both data 
collections for teachers or students who had questions. Before the measures were 
distributed at the first student data collection, the project was described to children with 
parental consent and they were asked to give their assent to participate. Students 
completed the following measures: the SAS; the Anxiety, Depression, and Somatization 
Subscales of the BASC-2 SRP; the revised items from the BASC-2 Hyperactivity, 
Aggression, and Conduct Problems Subscales; and the Parent, Teacher, and Classmate 
Subscales of the CASSS. The order of the measures was counterbalanced. The primary 
researcher collected all records data with the assistance of a school official.




Several preliminary analyses were conducted to provide psychometric data on 
each measure, describe the sample, and establish relationships among primary variables. 
Means and standard deviations of all variables for the entire sample and separately by 
gender are presented in Tables 4 and 5, respectively. In addition, a full correlation 
matrix including all key variables was performed. To reduce the problem of Type I 
error due to the number of correlations conducted, results significant at .01 are reported. 
All correlations are presented in Tables 6 and 7 with significance levels denoted.
To investigate possible gender differences in internalizing and externalizing 
variables, two 2 (Gender) X 3 (Grade) ANOVAs with the Total Externalizing and Total 
Internalizing scores as dependent variables were conducted. Results indicated that boys 
reported significantly more externalizing behaviors than girls, F (1,229) = 8.75,/? < .001. 
A significant main effect of grade also emerged, F(2,229) = 8.95,/? < .001; follow-up 
analyses indicated that sixth graders reported significantly fewer externalizing 
behaviors than both seventh and eighth graders,/? < .01 andp  < .001, respectively, but 
that seventh- and eighth-grade students did not differ significantly in their reports of 
externalizing. No gender by grade level interaction was found, F(2,229) = 2.99, n.s.
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Table 4
Means and Standard Deviations o f Students ’ Scores for the Total Sample
M SD N
SAS Struggling Stress 21.9 8.8 223
Overwhelmed Stress 25.8 9.5 221
External Stress 8.5 3.5 223
Internal Stress 5.3 2.1 223
Total SAS Score 61.5 20.5 223
Social Support Parent Frequency 56.3 13.3 259
Teacher Frequency 58.9 11.9 259
Classmate Frequency 50.4 15.5 259
Externalizing Aggression 5.1 5.1 235
Hyperactivity 6.3 6.0 235
Conduct Problems 4.9 5.8 229
Total Externalizing 16.2 15.8 235
Internalizing Anxiety 12.2 8.5 229
Depression 6.7 7.1 228
Somatization 3.8 3.9 228
Total Internalizing 22.7 16.9 228
GPA Total GPA 3.14 .92 261
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Table 5






SAS Struggling Stress 23.3 9.0 96 20.9 8.5 127
Overwhelmed 26.0 9.6 95 25.6 9.4 126
Stress
External Stress 9.2 3.4 96 7.9 3.4 127
Internal Stress 5.3 2.0 96 5.3 2.1 127
Total SAS Score 63.8 20.7 96 59.8 20.2 127
Social Parent Frequency 55.4 12.9 109 56.9 13.7 150
Support
Teacher Frequency 57.4 13.2 109 60.0 10.8 150
Classmate 46.2 15.3 109 53.5 15.0 150
Externalizing
Frequency
Aggression 6.0 5.1 100 4.5 5.0 135
Hyperactivity 7.5 6.1 100 5.4 5.7 135
Conduct Problems 6.1 6.0 96 4.0 5.5 133
Total Externalizing 19.3 15.9 100 13.9 15.4 135
Internalizing Anxiety 11.2 8.2 100 13.0 8.0 129
Depression 7.6 7.8 99 6.0 6.5 129
Somatization 3.6 3.5 99 4.0 4.1 129
Total Internalizing 22.4 16.6 99 23.0 17.1 129
GPA Total GPA 2.84 .97 110 3.35 .82 151




























Support 1 .0 .50** .39** -.43** -.44** -.41** -.41** -.32** _ 4 9 ** -.26** -.43** .29**
Teacher
Support 1 .0 .44** -.37** -.26** -.31** -.33** - . 1 1 -.2 1 ** -.06 -.16 . 1 1
Classmate
Support 1 .0 -.2 1 ** -.18** -.24** -.2 2 ** -.27** -.40** - . 1 2 -.33** . 1 0
Aggression
1 .0 .78** .8 6 ** .93** .34** .42** .25** .40** -.36**
Hyperactivity
1 .0 .81** .93** .37** .41** .26** .42** -.27**
Conduct
Problems 1 .0 .95** .32** .46** .23** .41** -.33**
Total
Externalizing 1 .0 .36** .44** .26** .43** -.34**
Anxiety 1 .0 .6 8 ** .53** .91** -.16
Depression 1 .0 .54** .89** -.36**
Somatization






Note: **p  <  .01
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Table 7















Support -.38** _ 27** _ 40** -.25** . 43**
Teacher
Support -.14 .  23** -.18** -.14 _  2 i**
Classmate
Support _ 27** -.30** -.20** -.17 . 30**
Aggression .36** 32** .32** .13 .36**
Hyperactivity .31** 29** 3 j** .15 .33**
Conduct
Problems .30** .27** 32** .07 .31**
Total
Externalizing .34** 3 j** .34** .12 .36**
Anxiety .48** .55** 4 j ** .43** .57**
Depression .59** .50** .46** .35** .59**
Somatization .39** .36** .24** .28** .40**
Total
Internalizing .58** .57** .46** .43** .63**
Total GPA _  49** _ 34** -.32** .06 -.42**
Note: **p  < .01
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When examining gender and grade level differences in reports of internalizing, 
significant gender differences were not found, F(1,222) = .016, n.s. There was not a 
main effect of grade, F(2,229) = 1.20, n.s., nor was there a significant grade by gender 
interaction, F(2,229) = .223, n.s.
Students who receive free and/or reduced-price lunches at school typically come 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Ensminger et al., 2000); poverty is often 
considered a chronic stressor; thus, analyses were conducted to confirm that students 
from low-SES backgrounds were not reporting more academic stress than their higher 
SES counterparts simply due to more stressful life situations in general. Results of the 
one-way ANOVAs indicated that students with and without free and/or reduced-price 
lunch plans did not have significantly different Total SAS scores, F( 1, 221) = 3.46, n.s., 
nor did they have significantly different Total Internalizing, F(1, 226) = .204, n.s., or 
Total Externalizing scores, F (l, 233) = .618, n.s. Students with and without free and/or 
reduced-price lunch plans also had similar Parent, Teacher, and Classmate Support 
scores, Fs(l, 257) = 2.00, 1.02, and 1.45, respectively, n.s.; however, students of low 
SES had significantly lower GPAs than students of higher SES, F (l, 259) = 16.04,/? < 
.001 .
Similarly, students who are entitled to special education services have shown 
resistance to a variety of interventions or have a disability or handicap that creates 
adverse educational impacts at school; thus, a comparison of students who do and do 
not receive such services is warranted. Results of several one-way ANOVAs indicated 
that students who receive funded special education services have significantly higher 
Total SAS scores, F (l, 221) = 14.63,p <  .001, and significantly lower GPAs, F(1, 259)
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= 47.85, p  < .001, than their regular education counterparts; however, the Total 
Internalizing, F{ 1, 226) = 1.92, n.s.; Total Externalizing, F (l, 233) = 2.08, n.s.; and 
Parent, Teacher, and Classmate Support scores, Fs(l, 257) = .054, 1.63, and .472, 
respectively, n.s., were similar for students who do and do not receive funded special 
education services.
Main Analyses
How Do Academic Stress Levels and Perceived Social Support Vary for Girls and for 
Bovs and for Students From Different Grade Levels?
Prediction 1: Girls Will Report Significantly More Academic Stress Than Boys.
Prediction 1 was not supported. The gender main effect of a 2 (Gender) X 3 
(Grade) ANOVA was not significant for the Total SAS score, 7^(1,217) = .2.47, n.s. It 
appears as if girls and boys experience similar amounts of academic stress.
Exploratory analysis 1. Grade level differences were found for the Total SAS 
score, F(2,217) = 4.36,/? < .05, with sixth graders reporting less stress than both 
seventh- and eighth-grade students, ps < .05. The interaction term was not significant, 
F(2,217) = .318, n.s.
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Prediction 2: Girls Will Perceive More Social Support From Teachers and Classmates 
Than Bovs.
Prediction 2 was supported by the results of a 2 (Gender) X 3 (Grade) ANOVA. 
The Teacher Support score was significantly higher for girls than boys, F( 1,253) = 4.93, 
p  < .05, as was the Classmate Support score, F(l,253) = 16.90,/? < .001. Boys’ and 
girls’ Parent Support scores did not differ significantly, F( 1,253) = 1.60, n.s.
Interaction terms were not significant for the Parent, Teacher, and Classmate Support 
scores, Fs(2,217) = 1.23, .001, and .531, respectively, n.s.
Exploratory analysis 2. Developmental differences in social support scores were 
also explored. Results indicated a significant main effect of grade for both the Parent 
Support and Teacher Support scores, F{2,253) = 6.68 and F(2,253) = 13.16, 
respectively, ps < .001. Follow-up analyses further reduced the significant results to 
reveal that sixth-grade students had significantly higher Parent Support scores than both 
seventh- and eighth-grade students, ps < .05 and .01, respectively. Similarly, sixth-grade 
students had significantly higher Teacher Support scores than both seventh- and eighth- 
grade students, ps < .001 .
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How Do Social Support From Various Sources. Academic Stress, and Internalizing and
Externalizing Behaviors Interrelate?
Prediction 3: Perceived Social Support From Parents, Teachers, and Classmates Will 
Be Moderately and Negatively Related to Academic Stress.
Prediction 3 was partially supported. For both analyses, the three sources of 
social support (Parent, Teacher, and Classmate) were regressed on the Total SAS score. 
Gender was also included as a predictor in order to determine if social support from 
various sources was related to academic stress differently for girls and boys.
Results were significant, F(4,215) = 14.06, p  < .001, with the Parent and 
Classmate Support scores emerging as independent predictors of the Total SAS score 
(ps = -.403,p  < .001, and -.175,p < .05, respectively). Social support from the three 
sources, along with gender, collectively explained 21% of the variance in the Total SAS 
scores. See Table 8 for specific regression results.
Prediction 4: Perceived Social Support From Parents, Teachers, and Classmates Will 
Be Moderately and Negatively Related to Internalizing Scores.
Prediction 4 was partially supported. The Parent, Teacher, and Classmate 
Support scores were entered into the regression as predictor variables, with the Total 
Internalizing score as the dependent variable. To investigate gender differences, gender 
was also entered into the equation as a predictor. Results were significant for the Total




Dependent Variables Independent Variable B SE B fi
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Total Internalizing Score 
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Total Externalizing Score 
(Entire sample) (R2 = .201)
Total Externalizing Score 
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Total Externalizing Score 
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Total Internalizing Score 
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Note. * p  < .05, ** p  = .01, *** p  = .001
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Internalizing score, F(4,215) = 17.57,/? < .001, with the Parent (P = -.436 ,p  < .001), 
Teacher (P = .189,/? < .05), and Classmate Support scores (P = -.261,/? < .001) 
emerging as independent predictors. Gender was not an independent predictor of the 
Total Internalizing score (P = .095, n.s.). See Table 8 for specific regression results.
Prediction 5: Perceived Social Support From Parents. Teachers, and Classmates Will 
Be Moderately and Negatively Related to Externalizing Scores.
Prediction 5 was partially supported. The Parent, Teacher, and Classmate 
Support scores were entered into the regression as predictor variables, with the Total 
Externalizing score as the dependent variable. To investigate gender differences, 
gender was also entered into the equation as a predictor. Results were significant for 
the Total Externalizing score, F(4,222) = 13.98,/? < .001, with the Parent Support score 
and gender emerging as independent predictors of the Total Externalizing score (Ps = 
-.329,/? < .00,1 and -.131,/? < .05, respectively). Social support from the three sources 
and gender collectively explained 20.1% of the variance in the Total Externalizing 
score.
To further explore these significant findings, separate regression analyses were 
conducted by gender in order to determine how the Parent, Teacher, and Classmate 
Support were differentially related to externalizing behaviors for girls and boys. For 
both analyses, the three sources of social support (Parent, Teacher, and Classmate) were 
regressed on the key behavioral variables (Total Internalizing and Total Externalizing 
scores). Results were significant for the Total Externalizing score for boys, F(3,92) =
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9.15,/? < .001, with the Parent Support score emerging as an independent predictor of 
the Total Externalizing score ((3 = -.423,/? < .001). Social support from the three 
sources collectively explained 23% of the variance in the Total Externalizing score for 
boys.
For girls, results were also significant for the Total Externalizing score, F(3,127) 
= 8.80,/? < .001, with the Parent and Teacher Support scores emerging as independent 
predictors of the Total Externalizing score (Ps = -.287,/? < .01, and -.237,/? < .05, 
respectively). Social support from the three sources collectively explained 17.2% of the 
variance in the Total Externalizing score for girls. See Table 8 for specific regression 
results.
A correlation matrix including the social support and externalizing variables was 
conducted by gender in order to determine which specific relationships differed 
significantly for girls and boys. To avoid the problem of Type I error due to the number 
of correlations conducted, only results significant at .01 were reported. When at least 
one of the correlations in each pair was significant, Fisher r to z transformations were 
conducted to determine if the gender difference in each relationship was statistically 
significant. Results indicated that the negative relationship between Parent Support and 
Conduct Problems was significantly stronger for boys. The correlations are presented 
in Table 9 with significantly different relationships noted.
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Table 9
Correlations Among Social Support and Externalizing Variables by Gender
Social Support Source
Parent Teacher Classmate
Total Externalizing _ 47** -.30** _ 29**
-.37** _ 34** -.12
Aggression -.43** _ 40* * -.24
-.43** -.34** -.15
Hyperactivity . 37** -.18 -.25
_ 29** _ 31** -.07






Note. **p< .01. Scores for boys are reported on top. Boxed sets o f correlations are 
significantly different for boys and girls.
Prediction 6 : Academic Stress Will Be Moderately and Positively Related to 
Internalizing Behavior.
Prediction 6 was supported. A regression was conducted with the SAS 
subscales as predictors and the Total Internalizing score as the dependent variable. To 
investigate gender differences, gender was also entered into the equation as a predictor. 
The SAS subscale scores were significant predictors of the Total Internalizing score, 
F(5,214) = 31.85,/? < .001, with the SAS Struggling Stress (J3 = .336,/? < .001), 
Overwhelmed Stress (p = .187,/? < .05), and Internal Stress (p = .158,/? < .01) 
Subscales emerging as independent predictors of the Total Internalizing score. Gender 
was not an independent predictor of the Total Internalizing score (P = .093, n.s.). The
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four subscales, along with gender, collectively explained 42.7% of the variance in the 
Total Internalizing score.
Exploratory analysis 3. To further explore these results and investigate a 
potential critical level at which stress becomes detrimental, students were categorized 
into three categories based on their Total SAS scores: High Stress (upper 25th 
percentile; n -  97), Moderate Stress (middle 50th percentile; n = 73) and Low Stress 
(lower 25th percentile; n = 58). An ANOVA was conducted to determine how 
internalizing problems differed for students in these categories of academic stress. The 
ANOVA was significant, F(2, 225) = 45.33,p  < .001. Post-hoc analyses indicated that 
students in the Low Stress category had significantly lower Total Internalizing scores 
than students from the High Stress category (p < .001) and the Moderate Stress category 
(p < .05). Students from the Moderate Stress category also had significantly lower 
Total Internalizing scores than students from the High Stress category (p < .001). In 
sum, stress’s effects on internalizing appear to be continuous in nature; these data 
provide no new information and are not helpful in determining the point at which stress 
becomes detrimental and results in internalizing problems.
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Prediction 7: Academic Stress Will Be Moderately and Positively Related to 
Externalizing Behavior.
Prediction 7 was partially supported. A regression was conducted with the SAS 
subscales as predictors and the Total Externalizing score as the dependent variable. To 
investigate gender differences, gender was also entered into the equations as a predictor. 
Results were significant, F(5,215) = 8.39, p  < .001, with the SAS External Stress 
Subscale emerging as the sole independent predictor of the Total Externalizing score (P 
= .116,p  < .05). The four SAS subscales and gender collectively explained 16.3% of 
the variance in the Total Externalizing score.
Exploratory analysis 4. To further explore these results and investigate a 
potential critical level at which stress becomes detrimental, students were categorized 
into three categories based on their Total SAS scores: High Stress (upper 25th 
percentile; n = 98), Moderate Stress (middle 50th percentile; n -  79) and Low Stress 
(lower 25th percentile; n = 58) categories and an ANOVA was conducted to determine 
how externalizing problems differed for students in these categories of academic stress. 
The ANOVA was significant, F(2, 232) = 13.74, p  < .001, and provided informative 
data about the point at which stress becomes detrimental and results in externalizing 
problems. Post-hoc analyses indicated that students in the High Stress category had 
significantly higher Total Externalizing scores than students from the Low Stress 
category (p < .001) and the Moderate Stress category (p < .05). In sum, stress’s effects 
on externalizing behaviors may be categorical in nature, with students who experience
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high levels of academic stress also experiencing significantly more behavior problems 
than students with low or moderate levels of academic stress.
Does Social Support Moderate the Relationship Between Academic Stress and 
Externalizing Behaviors for Bovs and Internalizing Behaviors for Girls?
To examine this possibility, several simultaneous multiple regression analyses 
were conducted using Baron and Kenny’s (1986) procedure for testing a moderator. 
Social support was tested as a moderator because it was predicted that social support 
from parents, teachers, and classmates would change the nature of the relationship 
between academic stress and internalizing and externalizing behaviors while controlling 
for GPA.
Before running analyses, the sample was split by gender and the Total SAS 
score and the Social Support scores (Parent, Teacher, Classmate) were mean centered 
separately for girls and for boys as recommended by Aiken and West (1991), resulting 
in all independent variables with means of zero. Standard deviations do not change as a 
result of mean centering and can be found in Table 5. Interaction terms were created by 
multiplying the centered academic stress variable and each of the centered sources of 
social support for each gender.
For girls and for boys, a series of three regression analyses was conducted. In 
each analysis, Total GPA was entered in the first block set as a covariate. Independent 
variables always consisted of the Total SAS score and one of the Social Support scores 
(Parent, Teacher, Classmate) in the second block step and the Total SAS by Social
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Support interaction added in the third block step. The dependent variable in all analyses 
for girls was the Total Internalizing score, and for boys it was the Total Externalizing 
score. To reduce the problem of Type I error due to the number of regressions 
conducted, only results significant at the .01 level will be interpreted.
Prediction 8 : Social Support From Parents. Teachers, and Classmates Will Moderate 
the Relationship Between Academic Stress and Externalizing Behaviors for Bovs.
Prediction 8 was not supported. To summarize results for the Total SAS score 
for boys, for the first analysis, step one (Total GPA) was not significant (B = -.160, n.s.). 
Step 2 (Total GPA, Total SAS, and Parent Support scores) was significant, with the 
Parent Support score emerging as an independent predictor of the Total Externalizing 
score (P = -.455, p  < .001). Similarly, step three (Total GPA, Total SAS score, Parent 
Support score, and the Total SAS by Parent Support interaction) was significant for 
boys. Again, the Parent Support score emerged as an independent predictor of the Total 
Externalizing score (P = -.525, p  < .001), though the Total GPA, Total SAS score, and 
Total SAS by Parent Support interaction terms did not (ps = .044, .073, and .180, 
respectively, n.s.). Inclusion of the interaction term did not account for significantly 
more variance in the outcome (AR2 = .028, n.s.), indicating that the Parent Support score 
did not moderate the relationship between the Total SAS score and Total Externalizing 
score for boys, even after accounting for Total GPA.
For the second analysis, step one (Total GPA) was not significant (B = -.160, 
n.s.). Step two (Total GPA, Total SAS, and Teacher Support scores) was significant,
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with the Total SAS and Teacher Support scores emerging as independent predictors of 
the Total Externalizing score (Ps = .228,/? < .05, and -216,p  < .01, respectively). 
Similarly, step three (Total GPA, Total SAS score, Teacher Support score, and the Total 
SAS by Teacher Support interaction) was significant for boys. Again, the Total SAS 
and Teacher Support scores emerged as independent predictors of the Total 
Externalizing score (Ps = 233, p  < .05, and -210, p  < .01, respectively), though Total 
GPA and the Total SAS by Teacher Support interaction terms did not (Ps = -.073 and 
-.065, respectively, n.s.). Inclusion of the interaction term did not account for 
significantly more variance in the outcome (AR2 = .004, n.s.), indicating that the 
Teacher Support score did not moderate the relationship between the Total SAS and 
Total Externalizing scores for boys, even after accounting for GPA.
For the final analysis, step one (Total GPA) was not significant (13 = -.160, n.s.). 
Step two (Total GPA, Total SAS, and Classmate Support scores) was significant, with 
the Total SAS and Classmate scores emerging as independent predictors of the Total 
Externalizing score (Ps = .229 and -.212, respectively, ps < .05). Similarly, step three 
(Total GPA, Total SAS score, Classmate Support score, and the Total SAS by 
Classmate Support interaction) was significant for boys, though only the Total SAS 
score was an independent predictor of the Total Externalizing score (P = .230, p  < .05). 
Inclusion of the interaction term did not account for significantly more variance in the 
outcome (AR2 -  .000, n.s.), indicating that the Classmate Support score did not 
moderate the relationship between the Total SAS and Total Externalizing scores for 
boys, even after accounting for Total GPA. See Table 10 for specific regression results 
for boys.
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Table 10
Regression Analyses o f Total SAS and Social Support Scores Predicting Total 
Externalizing Behavior Scores for Boys
Step Independent Variable B SEB f i RJ A RJ
1 Total GPA -2.55 1.67 -.160 .026
Total GPA .905 1.65 .057 .245 219***
Total SAS score .078 .085 .103
Parent Support*** -.534 .134 -.455
Total GPA .695 .163 .044 .273 .028
Total SAS score .061 .084 .081
Parent Support*** -.615 .140 -.525
Total SAS X Parent Support .009 .005 .179
1 Total GPA -2.55 1.67 -.160 .026
Total GPA -1.16 1.67 -.073 .177 .151***
Total SAS score* .172 .082 .228
Teacher Support** -.370 .135 -.276
3** Total GPA -1.16 1.67 -.073 .181 .004
Total SAS score* .177 .083 .233
Teacher Support** -.361 .136 -.270
Total SAS X Teacher Support -.004 .007 -.065
1 Total GPA -2.55 1.67 -.160 .026
2** Total GPA -.855 1.69 1 o U\ .145 H9**
Total SAS score* .174 .085 .229
Classmate Support* -.215 .107- -.212
3 Total GPA -.852 1.70 -.054 .145 .000
Total SAS score* .174 .086 .230
Classmate Support -.214 .109 -.211
Total SAS X Classmate Support .000 .005 .004
Note. * p  < .05, ** p  < .01, ***/?<.001
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Prediction 9: Social Support From Parents. Teachers, and Classmates Will Moderate 
the Relationship Between Academic Stress and Internalizing Behaviors for Girls.
Prediction 9 was not supported. It was predicted that social support from 
parents, teachers, and classmates would moderate the relationship between academic 
stress and internalizing behaviors for girls. To summarize results for girls, for the first 
analysis, step one (Total GPA) was significant (B = -.360,p  < .001). Step two (Total 
GPA, Total SAS, and Parent Support scores) was significant, with the Total SAS and 
Parent Support scores emerging as independent predictors of the Total Internalizing 
score (Ps = .499 and -.257, ps < .001). Similarly, step three (Total GPA, Total SAS 
score, Parent Support score, and the Total SAS by Parent Support interaction) was 
significant for girls. Again, the Total SAS and Parent Support scores emerged as 
independent predictors of the Total Internalizing score (Ps = . 503 and -.252, ps < .001), 
though Total GPA and the Total SAS by Parent Support interaction term did not (P = 
-.072 and -.034, n.s.). Inclusion of the interaction term did not account for significantly 
more variance in the outcome (AR2 = .001, n.s.), indicating that the Parent Support score 
did not moderate the relationship between the Total SAS score and the Total 
Internalizing score for girls, even after controlling for GPA.
Results were similar for the second analysis involving the Total SAS score for 
girls; step one (Total GPA) was significant (B = -.360, p  < .001). Step two (Total GPA, 
Total SAS, and Teacher Support scores) was significant, with the Total SAS score 
emerging as an independent predictor of the Total Internalizing score (P = .570,
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p  < .001). Similarly, step three (Total GPA, Total SAS score, Teacher Support score, 
and the Total SAS by Teacher Support interaction) was significant for girls. Again, the 
Total SAS score emerged as an independent predictor of the Total Internalizing score 
(P = .575, p  < .001), though Total GPA, the Teacher Support score, and the Total SAS 
by Teacher Support interaction terms did not (Ps = -.095, -.053, and -.036, respectively, 
n.s.). Inclusion of the interaction term did not account for significantly more variance 
in the outcome (AR = .001, n.s.), indicating that the Teacher Support score did not 
moderate the relationship between the Total SAS score and the Total Internalizing score 
for girls, even after controlling for GPA.
For the final analysis for girls, step one (Total GPA) was significant (B = -.360). 
Step two (Total GPA, Total SAS, and Classmate Support scores) was significant, with 
the Total SAS score emerging as an independent predictor of the Total Internalizing 
score (P = .535,/? < .001). Similarly, step three (Total GPA, Total SAS score,
Classmate Support score, and the Total SAS by Classmate Support interaction) was 
significant for girls. Again, the Total SAS score emerged as an independent predictor 
of the Total Internalizing score (P = .552,/? < .001), though Total GPA, the Classmate 
Support score, and the Total SAS by Classmate Support interaction terms did not (ps =
-. 111, -. 103, and -. 102, respectively, n.s.). Inclusion of the interaction term did not 
account for significantly more variance in the outcome (AR = .009, n.s.), indicating that 
the Classmate Support score did not moderate the relationship between the Total SAS 
score and Total Internalizing score for girls, even after controlling for GPA. Specific 
regression results for girls can be found in Table 11.
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Table 11
Regression Analyses o f Total SAS and Social Support Scores Predicting Total 
Internalizing Behavior Scores for Girls
Step Independent Variable B SEB f i R2 A R2
j*** Total GPA*** -7.38 1.75 -.360 .130
Total GPA -1.62 1.56 -.079 .457 .328***
Total SAS score*** .425 .067 .499
Parent Support*** -.319 .091 -.257
Total GPA -.148 1.59 -.072 .458 .001
Total SAS score*** .429 .068 .503
Parent Support*** -.311 .093 -.250
Total SAS X Parent Support -.002 .005 -.034
 ^*** Total GPA*** -7.38 1.75 -.360 .130
2*** Total GPA -2.11 1.63 -.103 .403 274***
Total SAS score*** .486 .068 .570
Teacher Support -.088 .116 -.055
Total GPA -1.95 1.67 -.095 .404 .001
Total SAS score*** .491 .069 .575
Teacher Support -.085 .116 -.053
Total SAS X Teacher Support -.003 .006 -.036
1*** Total GPA*** -7.38 1.75 -.360 .130
2*** Total GPA -2.55 1.62 -.124 .416 .287***
Total SAS score*** .456 .070 .535
Classmate Support -.153 .085 -.133
2*** Total GPA -2.27 1.63 -.111 .426 .009
Total SAS score*** .471 .071 .552
Classmate Support -.119 .088 -.103
Total SAS X Classmate Support -.006 .004 -.102
Note. *** p  < .001
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The present study was an investigation of the relationships among the constructs 
of academic stress, social support, and student internalizing and externalizing behavior, 
as well as how the perception of social support from various sources affects the link 
between academic stress and behavior problems in sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade 
students from suburban Illinois. Though social support has been explored in relation to 
various sources of stress and several emotional and behavioral outcomes, its effect on 
the relationship between the two constructs has not been thoroughly researched. The 
current investigation sought to expand the existing literature base by considering the 
possibility of social support as a buffer between academic stress and behavior. Gender 
differences in these constructs and their interrelationships were also explored.
A new instrument was used to assess the construct of academic stress in the 
current study, and psychometric analyses supported the stability of this measure. In 
fact, examination of the structure of the measure indicated that academic stress may 
manifest in several ways. Specifically, students appear to perceive stress in relation to 
being overwhelmed by work or expectations, a sense of dissatisfaction with their 
academic abilities or experiences, and pressure to succeed (or not to fail) from internal 
or external sources. As was found in previous research, the perception of pressure, in 
this case to succeed at school, appears to contribute to the cognitive experience of
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stress, as does frustration or the perception of a threat or challenge imposed by the 
academic situation (Weiten, 1988).
Students’ perceptions of academic stress yielded enlightening results when 
examining relationships between this construct, social support, and internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors. As pressure from parents and teachers increased, students’ 
perceptions of support from these sources decreased, suggesting that pressure to achieve 
at school was not being interpreted as supportive by students. This provides interesting 
insight as to the interpersonal nature of both stress and social support. Perhaps parents 
and teachers perceive their behaviors as supportive, whereas children perceive some of 
them as pressuring. This highlights the point that adult involvement is complex and 
may potentially help to explain the inconsistent findings regarding social support as a 
buffer of stress (Grant et al., 2006). That is, in some cases, students may perceive 
strong parental involvement differently than parents intended it; behaviors that were 
intended by parents to be supportive may be interpreted by students as pressuring, and 
this perception could offset the positive effects of support during that type of interaction 
(Buysse, 1997; Weiten, 1988). Though parenting style was not measured in the current 
study, it is possible that an authoritarian approach to child rearing accounts for some of 
this relationship. Perhaps, as suggested by Weiten (1988), students may be interpreting 
some supportive behaviors as concurrently demanding. For example, one item on the 
CASSS asks students to indicate the frequency that their parents “ .. .nicely tell me when 
I make mistakes.” It is possible that being told of mistakes implies a standard or 
expectation, even if done nicely, and that this type of behavior could provide support 
and exert pressure simultaneously. Parents who are stem and uncompromising may
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pressure their students to achieve academic success while failing to provide nurturing, 
supportive interactions. Conversely, parents with a more authoritative style may guide 
their children in a less intimidating, more supportive way.
Interestingly, internal stress was not significantly related to support from 
teachers and classmates. Perhaps outsiders who are not closely familiar with the student 
do not observe this source of stress as clearly. That is, because teachers and classmates 
change on a class-to-class basis during junior high school, these individuals may not be 
aware of the student’s feelings of disappointment or fear of failure, so they may not 
perceive a need to make their supportiveness known (Latane & Nida, 1981; Shumaker 
& Brownell, 1984). On the other hand, parents have more consistent, intimate 
interactions with their children, and they may be more likely to pick up on subtle 
changes in behavior or attitude that could be indicative of stress. That is, students may 
see their parents as more available to provide emotional or instrumental support, and 
parents may be more likely to perceive a need for support.
In terms of outcomes, internal stress was related to more internalizing symptoms 
but not externalizing behaviors in the current sample. Perhaps students who feel 
pressure to succeed in school also believe that they must conform to social norms, both 
academic and behavioral, and students do not act out in response to pressure for fear of 
disappointing themselves and others by not performing up to expectations. Because 
internalizing behaviors are often less apparent to others, conformity is not jeopardized 
and students “choose” this response to stress instead.
In examining relationships among the other SAS subscales, social support, and 
outcomes, several additional interesting results emerged. Overall, academic stress, as
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measured by the SAS, is related to both internalizing and externalizing behaviors. This 
result supports previous research linking stress with negative outcomes (Demaray & 
Malecki, 2002; DuBois et ah, 2002; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Lifrak et ah, 1997; 
Malecki & Demaray, 2004; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997). Parental support was 
inversely related to all four areas of academic stress, though the relationships between 
stress and support from teachers was slightly less consistent. Significant negative 
relationships emerged between teacher support and stress in response to feeling 
overwhelmed and stress from external sources. Teachers may provide resources, time, 
or information to help students, preventing them from feeling overwhelmed by 
schoolwork. Again, it appears as if junior high students may not have enough contact 
with their teachers for support to significantly affect their stress due to lack of 
achievement (struggling stress). Interpreting this absence of a significant relationship in 
an alternative way, it is possible that the students who are high in this type of stress see 
their teachers as the source of their struggles, as opposed to potential sources of 
support.
Preliminary analyses also supported relationships in the expected directions 
among social support and internalizing and externalizing behaviors (Demaray & 
Malecki, 2002; DuBois et al., 2002; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Lifrak et al., 1997; 
Malecki & Demaray, 2004; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997). Recall that internalizing 
behaviors have cognitive, behavioral, and physiological components that often include 
observable indicators such as restlessness and irrational behavior that can be easily 
confused with externalizing problems (Huberty, 1997). The results of the present study 
are consistent with this proposition, indicating that students who feel sad or anxious also
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tend to act out through fidgety behavior or aggression. Classmate and teacher support 
were not significantly related to physical symptoms, which contradicts the findings of at 
least one previous study (Torsheim & Wold, 2001). This highlights again the 
importance of parents throughout the transition from childhood to adolescence 
(Demaray & Malecki, 2002; Dubois et al., 2002; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985;
Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993). Perhaps because teachers 
and classmates change from class period to class period at the junior high level, the 
amount of contact with any given person is not enough to result in meaningful 
relationships between these variables. Support from teachers and classmates may be 
powerful enough to affect students’ emotions or sadness, but there may not be enough 
contact with classmates and teachers to provide the information necessary to reduce 
anxiety and physical symptoms.
As expected, boys reported more externalizing behaviors than girls in the current 
sample (Calvete & Cardenoso, 2005; Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Gamefski, 2000; 
Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Grant et al., 2006; Huberty, 1997; Licitra-Kleckler &
Waas, 1993; Stark et al., 1997), though girls did not report more internalizing behaviors 
than boys. This stands in contrast to previous research and provides valuable 
information. It seems as if boys are as likely as girls to experience internal distress; 
however, they are more likely than girls to express their distress through overt actions 
(Huberty, 1997). Boys and girls may be socialized differently, so that externalizing 
behaviors are more socially acceptable for boys than for girls (Calvete & Cardenoso, 
2005). Also, this result provides support for the self-report methodology employed in 
this study (Grant et al., 2006). Teacher or parent reports of internalizing behaviors can
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only reflect observable indicators of emotion (e.g., crying, withdrawal), whereas the 
anonymous self-reports of internalizing may have allowed both boys and girls to 
express their true, internal feelings.
Also, sixth graders were less likely to report externalizing behaviors than 
seventh- or eighth-grade students, a developmental trend supported by others 
(Gamefski, 2000). This developmental trend might be attributable to two things. First, 
perhaps sixth-grade students do, in fact, engage in fewer externalizing behaviors. This 
may be a manifestation of the environment, which is likely to be more nurturing due to 
the ages and transitional nature of the sixth grade. Students may still be more cautious 
of the new discipline system of the junior high, and they may actually have fewer 
incidents of externalizing behavior. Sixth graders may also have reported fewer 
externalizing behaviors because of the social desirability bias, whereas seventh and 
eighth graders may not be quite as wary of reporting their tme behaviors when ensured 
the confidentiality of their responses. Internalizing behaviors may be more socially 
acceptable, and students may have underreported their externalizing behaviors in an 
attempt to appear better behaved than they really are. Finally, perhaps sixth-grade 
students do not yet have the cognitive ability to reflect on their own behaviors and may 
not perceive their externalizing behaviors as problematic.
To confirm that academic stress is distinct from at least one demographic 
characteristic that has been considered chronically stressful, the academic stress, social 
support, and behavioral and emotional outcome scores were compared for students with 
and without free/reduced-price lunch programs. When compared with students from 
higher socioeconomic backgrounds, students of low SES in this study did not differ
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significantly in their reports of academic stress or internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors. Social support scores were also similar for students from low- and high-SES 
backgrounds, suggesting that poverty was not related to feelings of isolation nor to lack 
of support from parents, teachers, and other students. This provides support for the 
notion that academic stress is distinct from other more general sources of life stress; 
also, it can be surmised that students from poverty do not perceive more stress, 
emotional, or behavior problems than their higher SES peers simply due to risk factors 
unrelated to academics. This is interesting, considering the fact that students of lower 
SES had significantly lower GPAs in this and other samples (Caldas & Bankston, 1997; 
Hecht & Greenfield, 2001; Ma, 2000; Okpala, Smith, Jones, & Ellis, 2000), and lower 
GPA was related to more stress in the current sample and others (Strubbe, 1989). 
Perhaps social support buffers students of low SES from experiencing negative 
emotional and behavioral outcomes, as reported by others (Grant et al., 2006; Malecki 
and Demaray, 2006), but does not protect students with low GPAs and high academic 
stress from these same problems. Unfortunately, the current sample did not include 
enough students receiving free and/or reduced-price lunches for these hypotheses to be 
tested and reported here.
To examine another demographic characteristic, by definition, students who are 
entitled to funded special education services struggle to be successful in school. This 
was supported by the results of the present study in which students receiving special 
education services had significantly lower GPAs than their regular education 
counterparts. These students also had significantly higher stress levels, which was not 
surprising considering the negative relationship found between academic stress and
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grade point average in this and prior studies (Strubbe, 1989). Contrary to previous 
research, students receiving special education services did not report lower levels of 
social support or higher levels of internalizing and externalizing problems (Coie, Watt, 
West, Hawkins, Asamow, et al., 1993; Richman & Bowen, 1997; Waldie & Spreen, 
1993). Perhaps the relatively recent focus on accountability and continuity of care in 
special education has positively affected students’ perceptions of support and 
minimized their need to react emotionally or behaviorally to their academic struggles.
Gender Differences and Developmental Trends in Academic Stress Levels and
Perceived Social Support
Contrary to expectations, girls and boys reported similar amounts of academic 
stress. Most prior research on stress in childhood has reported gender differences, with 
girls reporting more stress than boys (Colarossi & Eccles, 2003; Grant et al., 2006; 
Jackson & Warren, 2000; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Little & Garber, 2004; 
Pomerantz et al., 2002; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997); however, Weiten (1988) 
found no gender differences in reports of academic pressure, though his sample 
consisted of undergraduates rather than junior high students. One study found no 
gender differences on an indicator of academic stress in sixth-grade students, though 
academic stress was inferred from a discrepancy between value for academics and 
actual achievement, unlike the direct measure of stress employed here (Bjorkman,
2005). Perhaps this is additional evidence that the construct of academic stress is 
somehow different from other types of stress that have been studied in the past.
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Because all children are likely to encounter some stress or challenging situations in 
school, the construct researched in this study may be categorically different than other 
stress research. Recall that much of the existing stress research investigated major life 
events as stressors; perhaps the “daily hassle” of stress at school does not elicit the same 
gender differences as stress in response to major life events, partially because all 
students are likely to experience it at some point in their educational careers.
Developmental differences, on the other hand, have also been implicated in 
previous research and were supported in the current study, with seventh and eighth 
graders reporting more stress than sixth graders (Anderson et al., 2005; DuBois et al., 
2002; Hess & Copeland, 2006; Yamamoto & Byrnes, 1987). Again, because sixth 
graders are transitioning from an elementary philosophy, the educational climate is 
likely to be more nurturing than in seventh and eighth grades, when students are already 
comfortable with the junior high environment and are likely to be more focused on 
preparing for high school and beyond. Older students may take more ownership of their 
education and begin to feel personal stress in response to pressures or situations that 
have been there all along. Of course, it is also possible that these results are due to the 
collective effects of stress that students have experienced over time. Academic 
stressors may increase in number and intensity throughout junior high, and seventh and 
eighth graders’ reports could be reflecting these cumulative effects.
In regard to gender differences and developmental trends in social support, 
predictions were largely supported by the present study. In line with previous research, 
girls reported significantly more social support from parents and teachers, but boys’ and 
girls’ reports of support from parents were similar (Blyth & Foster-Clark, 1987; Blyth et
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
107
al., 1982; Demaray & Malecki, 2002; Lifrak et al., 1997; Malecki & Demaray, 2004). 
Exploratory analyses indicated that sixth-grade students reported more social support 
from teachers and parents than did seventh and eighth graders. Little research has been 
conducted on developmental trends in social support during the narrow time frame of 
junior high school. It is interesting that classmate support is stable across all three 
grades, as the literature suggests an increase in support from peers during adolescence 
(Gamefski, 2000; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996). Perhaps this trend is too subtle to be 
measured across just three years in early adolescence; however, the lower levels of 
perceived parent support reported by seventh and eighth graders, in comparison to sixth 
graders, does follow prior research (Gamefski, 2000). Again, the nurturing, simple 
approach to transitioning sixth-grade students from elementary school may account for 
higher levels of perceived teacher support among sixth-grade students, with teachers 
providing support to students even before they indicate a need for assistance. 
Conversely, seventh- and eighth-grade students may be expected to function more 
independently and advocate for themselves when they need help or support.
Relationships Among Social Support, Academic Stress, and Internalizing and
Externalizing Behaviors
In line with previous research, it appears as if social support from parents and 
classmates is related to lower levels of academic stress for both girls and boys (Bryant, 
1998; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Torsheim & Wold, 2001; Zakriski et al., 1996). Parents 
and other students seem to be able to provide enough support to help students manage
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their stressful school experiences, though teachers do not. Again, the amount and 
nature of the contact between students and their teachers at the junior high level are 
limited, with each student seeing several teachers in one day and each teacher seeing 
well over 100 students per day. This limits the amount of assistance, guidance, and 
emotional attention that a teacher can allow each student, which may account for the 
lack of significant results for teacher support. Similarly, because teachers are the ones 
who assign homework, administer tests, and disclose grades, students may see them as 
the sources of some stress rather than supportive buffers of it. Though students could 
undoubtedly perceive both pressure and support from the same individuals, supportive 
social relationships may also involve significant pressure, which could minimize or 
even override the positive effects of support (Hurrelmann et al., 1992; Weiten, 1988). 
Comparatively, parents see their students for more time during the day and are likely to 
see it as part of their role as a parent to process through students’ emotions, provide 
guidance, and offer emotional validation. Similarly, classmates can relate to each other 
in the same developmental context and can empathize with stress from current 
experience.
As expected, social support was significantly related to both internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors in students (Demaray & Malecki, 2002; DuBois et al., 2002; 
Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Lifrak et al., 1997; Malecki & Demaray, 2004; Wenz- 
Gross & Siperstein, 1997). Social support from parents, teachers, and classmates 
appears to affect girls’ and boys’ emotions in a similar way, a finding which has been 
supported in previous research (Gamefski, 2000; Gamefski & Diekstra, 1996; Licitra- 
Kleckler & Waas, 1993; Malecki & Demaray, 2004; Richman et al., 1998); however,
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slightly different patterns did emerge when considering how social support affects 
students’ externalizing behaviors. Parent support was related to externalizing behaviors 
for both genders, though teacher support was also significantly related to this outcome 
for girls. This supports the hypothesis that, though peer support might become 
increasingly important during adolescence, parent support remains critical (Demaray & 
Malecki, 2002; DuBois et al., 2002; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Gamefski &
Diekstra, 1996; Licitra-Kleckler & Waas, 1993). Some research has supported the 
position that teacher support is also of secondary importance (Richman et al., 1998), 
whereas others have found little effect of teacher support (Bjorkman, 2005; Malecki & 
Demaray, 2004).
Perhaps girls are quicker to disclose their needs to others (Blyth & Foster-Clark, 
1987) or seek out help from a broader network of support (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; 
Whiting & Whiting, 1975). In fact, Malecki and Demaray (2004) reported similar 
results, in that teacher support was related to externalizing behaviors for girls but not for 
boys. Interestingly, only the relationship between conduct problems and parent support 
was stronger for boys than for girls in the current study. Perhaps boys and girls are 
socialized differently, in that conduct problems are slightly more acceptable for boys 
(Calvete & Cardenoso, 2005). If this is true, parents might approach conduct problems 
in a more supportive way for them, taking the opportunity to teach their boys why the 
behaviors are not appropriate, as opposed to using harsh discipline. On the other hand, 
parents may be more surprised by conduct problems from girls and respond more 
strictly, so as to eliminate the behavior quickly. Or, the perception of parental 
involvement may differ for the genders; boys may interpret consequences for conduct
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problems as supportive and informative while girls may interpret these interactions as 
punitive and forceful.
Also in line with predictions were the results indicating that academic stress was 
indeed significantly related to internalizing and externalizing behavior problems in 
adolescents. Stress largely appears to affect internalizing and externalizing similarly for 
girls and boys. To further explain these findings, students who are overwhelmed 
because of their academic load, those who are stressed because they are struggling to 
keep up with the academic pace and intensity of scholastic requirements, and those 
whose expectations exceed their ability tend to internalize their distress in the form of 
nervousness, sadness, or physical symptoms.
On the other hand, only pressure from external sources such as parents and 
teachers was related to students’ aggression, hyperactivity, and conduct problems. 
Clearly, both pressure from the perception of demands or expectations as well as the 
emotions and thoughts involved with the appraisal of potential threats and challenges 
can and do lead students to internalizing and externalizing their distress. Perhaps only 
pressure from external sources is related to externalizing (but not internalizing) 
behaviors because students who do not perceive internal stress do not value academics; 
they may rebel against the external pressure through behaviors and avoid internalizing 
problems because of a lack of interest in school success. In fact, value for school (or 
lack thereof) has been linked to academic achievement, behaviors, and emotions in 
previous research (Bjorkman, 2005; Eccles et al., 1983; Kaplan et al., 2005).
The categorical examination of how stress relates to internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors was also enlightening and served to clarify the nature of the
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relationship between academic stress and students’ reports of feelings and behaviors. 
Stress appears to impact students’ emotions in a continuous manner, with low-stress 
students reporting fewer internalizing behaviors than moderate- or high-stress students 
and moderate-stress students reporting significantly fewer internalizing problems than 
students categorized as high stress. In contrast, the effects of stress on externalizing 
behaviors appear to be more categorical in nature, with high-stress students reporting 
significantly more externalizing behaviors than all other students. Perhaps there is a 
certain point at which students are under so much stress that they begin to engage in 
overt, externalizing behaviors in response, as a sort of maladaptive coping mechanism. 
Before this threshold is reached, students internalize their emotions, but when the stress 
becomes too great, they lose control of their behaviors as well as their emotions.
This finding provides valuable information to parents, teachers, and other school 
professionals. Identifying and intervening with students who are under a great deal of 
pressure to succeed at school, who are unable to achieve up to their own and others’ 
standards, or who are overwhelmed by the amount and intensity of schoolwork are 
likely to have positive benefits. It may be that students internalize their distress up until 
a certain point, at which their emotions boil over into externalizing behaviors; either 
way, early identification and prevention are likely to reduce both problems.
Some states, including the state of Illinois, where the current study was 
conducted, appear to have already recognized the importance of students’ social and 
emotional health and their impact on education and have mandated social/emotional 
learning as part of their Learning Standards (Children’s Mental Health Act of 2003,
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Pub. Act No. 93-0495). The data from the current study could provide useful 
information for identifying areas of need and pinpointing potential interventions.
Social Support as a Moderator
As presented in the literature review and confirmed by the results of the present 
study, academic stress is related to a variety of adverse outcomes in children and 
adolescents, and social support is related to both of these constructs; however, not 
enough is known about the interrelationships among the three constructs. To address 
this limitation, the present study tested the theory that social support acts as a moderator 
or buffer of the relationship between academic stress and student internalizing and 
externalizing behavior (see Figure 1). This theory was based on the hypothesis that 
students who experience academic stress act out or become upset because of frustration 
with challenging work, difficulty understanding the requirements of academic tasks, or 
fear of failure (Anderson et al., 2005; Bryant, 1998; Kaplan et al., 2005; Nounopoulos 
et al., 2006; Pomerantz et al., 2002; Verma & Gupta, 1990; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 
1997).
In sum, social support did not act as a buffer between academic stress and 
behavior, a finding that was unexpected and contrary to predictions. Because social 
support was related to lower levels of internalizing and externalizing behaviors for all 
students, it is likely that the main effect model of social support, which proposes that 
social support benefits all individuals, is acting (Cohen et al., 2000). It does not appear 
that the buffering model of social support, which speculates that social support only has
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positive effects for those who are experiencing stressful events or negative life 
situations, explains the results (Cohen et al., 2000; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Heitzmann & 
Kaplan, 1988; Pearson, 1986; Sandler et al., 1989). If social support did act as a buffer, 
all students with high social support would have stable, low behavior scores while 
students with low social support would have higher behavior ratings if they reported 
high levels of academic stress and lower behavior scores if they reported low levels of 
stress (see Figure 2). That is, total social support was directly related to internalizing 
and externalizing outcomes but did not indirectly affect the relationship between 
academic stress and students’ emotions and behaviors in this study. In fact, this finding 
is contrary to the research base that supports social support as a buffer between stressful 
situations and adverse outcomes.
Limitations and Future Research
Several alterations might enhance the usefulness of the model that was utilized 
to conceptualize the mechanisms that may be at work when investigating the 
relationships among academic stress, social support, and students’ emotions and 
behaviors (see Figure 1). For example, it may be useful to consider broader ranges of 
both stressors and outcomes. It is likely that students’ academic and social situations 
are complex, and the model may not have accurately portrayed the complicated and 
multifaceted stressors that students experience, nor did the model allow for examination 
of the various ways in which students might cope with or react to their stressful 
situations. Being aware of and including constructs such as social stresses, negative
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home and peer experiences, and self-esteem could help to more accurately represent the 
complexity of the relationship between social support and various stresses and 
outcomes.
On the other hand, the lack of specificity of the constructs that were included in 
this study may be partially responsible for the lack of significant buffering results. The 
construct of academic stress is rather specific, whereas the constructs of internalizing 
and externalizing behaviors are relatively broad and not specifically matched to stress in 
response to academics. It is possible that other constructs such as homework 
completion, grades and standardized test scores, attitude toward school, attitude toward 
teachers, locus of control, or self-esteem are better matched to the narrow stressor of 
academic stress. Similarly, the social support scale employed in this study was a broad 
measure of global social support. Perhaps significant results would have emerged had 
the major constructs included in the model have been more specifically matched to one 
another.
Several other limitations should also be noted. For example, the sample was 
composed largely of White students, which limits the application of these results to 
other ethnic and racial groups. Because the sample was relatively homogeneous in 
regard to culture, interesting patterns in how social support affects stress, pressure, and 
outcomes for students from culturally diverse backgrounds were potentially missed. 
Because a recent meta-analysis indicated that the link between stress and psychological 
symptoms is often strongest for Caucasian children and adolescents, the use of this 
homogeneous sample could also be considered defensible and informative (Grant et al.,
2006). Similarly, the current sample was also relatively high achieving, with a mean
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total grade point average of 3.14 on a 4.0 scale. Because low-achieving students are 
likely to experience significant academic stress, the results of this study (including the 
psychometric stability of the SAS) may not be generalizable to a lower achieving 
sample.
Second, some limitations involved with the methodology used in the current 
study warrant discussion. It is impossible to determine a causal relationship between 
variables without longitudinal data. Though regression analyses were utilized, one 
cannot conclude that academic stress preceded emotional and behavioral problems, and 
future researchers should consider collecting data at several time points in order to 
investigate directional relationships among the constructs. Again, previous research has 
not suggested a bidirectional or reverse relationship between stress and outcomes 
(Printz et al., 1999), lending support for the research design employed here.
In regard to the measures utilized in the present study, only perceived social 
support was considered. Although one can argue that perception is reality, if more 
objective measures of social support reveal that students are receiving more support 
than they are perceiving, interventions focusing on teaching students how to notice and 
use support would be necessary, as opposed to interventions focusing on increasing the 
amount of support available to them. Additionally, only the frequency of social support 
was investigated in this study. The importance a student gives to various types of 
support from different sources may influence the degree to which social support affects 
academic, emotional, and behavioral outcomes and should be investigated in future 
research. A broader range of supporters may also be useful to consider in the future, as
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children come into contact with many other types of potential supporters (e.g., coaches, 
tutors, neighbors, close friends, counselors, etc.).
It is probable that the low variability in scores, particularly on the dependent 
variables, limited the results of the current study. In fact, a clear floor effect was 
apparent on the internalizing and externalizing scales. Despite the recent meta-analysis 
suggesting that self-reports are the most valid sources of behavioral and emotional data 
for adolescents, perhaps future research should include reports of these constructs from 
more than one source, such as parents, teachers, or direct observations, in order to 
triangulate data from different perspectives.
Finally, there is limited previous psychometric data available for the Survey of 
Academic Stress (SAS), which was created specifically for this study. A detailed 
psychometric investigation was not the main objective of the current study, and though 
the factor structure and internal consistency of the measure were supported, the sample 
size was not sufficient to definitively ensure the stability of the measure. For example, 
perhaps the subscale that was titled “Struggling Stress” is really tapping “self-awareness 
of low achievement,” which may or may not be stressful for the student, depending on 
his or her motivation and value for academic tasks. That is, it may have been assessing 
a student’s feelings of competence about academics rather than shame or stress due to 
low achievement. Results involving the SAS should be considered preliminary, and the 
psychometric properties of the measure should be further developed for use in future 
research.
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Despite the limitations detailed above, the current study adds to the small 
literature base investigating how social support relates to academic stress as well as 
emotional and behavioral outcomes and how it affects the relationships among the 
constructs. Unlike much of the previous research, internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors were measured as continuous constructs in the present study, which allows 
for a broader conceptualization of student outcomes. This difference is important 
because the results may be useful in developing prevention programs and interventions 
that can be used within a problem-solving framework in order to avoid emotional and 
behavior problems before they become so serious as to necessitate funded special 
education services.
For example, perhaps the results of this study indicate a need for primary or 
secondary interventions that directly teach students time management techniques, study 
and organization skills, as well as relaxation strategies and ways to relieve stress and 
discuss their emotions and fears with parents and teachers. Notably, although a fair 
number of students reported internalizing and externalizing behaviors in the at-risk 
range, relatively few reported levels that reached clinical cut-points (Reynolds & 
Kamphaus, 2004). This provides additional evidence that Tier 1 and Tier 2 
interventions could be quite useful in preventing highly maladaptive outcomes in 
response to academic stress.
Because of the internal nature of the stress experience, universal screening 
assessments designed to identify students experiencing significant academic stress may
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be useful in such a problem-solving paradigm. Results of this study also suggest that 
such interventions might be particularly useful for students with low grade point 
averages and for students in the seventh and eighth grades who might be suffering from 
cumulative effects of stress throughout junior high school. Stress-preventing and stress- 
relieving interventions could be worked into the junior high curriculum to better support 
these students as they transition to high school, where academic stress levels are likely 
to maintain or even intensify.
On the other hand, the results of this study may suggest that educational 
professionals need to send a message to administrators and educational policy makers 
about the level of stress that students are experiencing. In the age of accountability and 
standardized assessment where the expectation to attend college is becoming the norm, 
people who are not in direct contact with students may be unaware of the negative 
impact such pressure can have on students of all ages. It may be useful to consider 
ways to prevent stress in schools in addition to teaching students how to cope with 
academic stress in the school.
Finally, it is notable that sixth-grade students reported both lower stress levels 
and more social support from teachers than did seventh- and eighth-grade students. 
Though it is likely that the school environment is different for students from different 
grades levels, perhaps it would be useful to implement programs that increase the 
amount of supportive contact students and teachers engage in during seventh and eighth 
grades. For example, school programs that include a daily “home base” or “advisory” 
class, in which students explore team-building strategies, teen issues, and simply have 
fun with classmates and teachers, may be useful in building students’ perceptions of
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social support at school. Teachers often “loop” with their students in such programs, so 
that lasting student-teacher relationships can be established and maintained throughout 
junior high. In addition, articulation among the grade levels may promote supportive 
behaviors across all grades.
In sum, recognizing the complicated set of factors that are likely to affect 
students in schools is critical when considering which interventions have the highest 
probability of success. Students who experience pressure to succeed at school or stress 
due to a variety of educational situations may have other co-occurring sources of stress, 
such as family, social, or behavior problems, and a single or unidimensional 
intervention may be unable to address the various and diverse challenges they face. An 
intervention or set of interventions that addresses all students’ needs is best practice, 
and the results of the current study indicate that social support programs may be useful 
as academic enablers, working in conjunction with more direct academic, behavioral, 
and environmental interventions to promote wrap-around support that fully 
accommodates students’ complex needs.
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Dear Parent/Guardian,
My name is Stacy Bjorkman and I am a school psychology graduate student working with Dr. 
Christine Malecki at Northern Illinois University (NIU). We are inviting your child to be involved 
in a research project. The goal o f this project is to help us learn more about how support from 
people in children’s lives affects stress related to academics and student adjustment.
Your child’s participation. If you agree to let your child participate, I would work with him or her 
for approximately two study hall class periods. Your child would complete several surveys that 
investigate the following issues: stress he or she feels in relation to academics (e.g., Schoolwork is 
stressful for me), social support (e.g., My parents show they are proud o f me, my close friend gives 
me good advice), and his or her feelings (e.g., I feel sad) and behaviors (e.g., I break the rules). Your 
child will be assured that his or her teachers and parents will not see these surveys. Researchers 
would also confidentially obtain your child’s grades, special education status, and free/reduced lunch 
status from school officials. Your child will get a small token o f appreciation for returning this 
permission slip, regardless of whether or not permission to participate is granted. Additionally, 
he or she would receive another small token o f appreciation upon participation (pencil, candy bar, 
etc.).
Confidentiality. All information that is collected will be kept strictly confidential. Your child will 
be assigned an identification number at the beginning o f this study and this number will be used to 
identify the materials that your child completes during the research project, NOT his or her name. 
Participation in the study is voluntary. Any person may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason. Students will be assured that they can decide not to participate or can decide to stop 
participating at any point. There are no known risks to children participating in this type o f study. 
The information obtained during this study will be used for a doctoral dissertation and may be 
published in scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings, but any information that could 
identify your child will be kept strictly confidential. No staff at your child’s school would ever see 
his or her surveys, nor would I be able to provide you with feedback on your child’s responses.
Benefits of Your Child’s Participation: Your child may find the process interesting. Additionally, 
this research may help educators better meet children’s needs in the future.
Participation is Voluntary: Your decision whether or not to allow your child to participate will not 
negatively affect your child. You are free to withdraw your child from participation any time 
without penalty or prejudice. Additionally, we will ask your child if  he or she would like to 
participate when we begin the study. Your child can stop participating at any time.
Any questions regarding this study should be addressed to Dr. Christine Malecki, Psychology 
Department, DeKalb, IL 60115, 815-753-1836, cmalecki@niu.edu. Further information about your 
rights regarding participating in research is also available by calling the Northern Illinois University 
Office o f Research Compliance 815-753-8588. I hope you will agree to participate in this important 
research study!
Sincerely,
Stacy M. Bjorkman, M.A.
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1Parent Permission Form
for the research study on studrata’ academic stress, soda! support, ta d  adjustment.
Please return to your child’s teacher by_________________________ .
I have read the description of the research project and understand that my child’s participation is 
voluntary and may be withdrawn without penalty or prejudice.
Please complete the following information. 
FOR YOUR CHILD’S PARTICIPATION
CHILD’S NAME: _________________________________________________
(PRINT FIRST AND LAST NAME)
(circle one)
YES My child has my permission to participate in the research project. I understand that
by circling yes, I am also granting researchers permission to access my child’s 
records as described in the attached letter.
NO My child does not have my permission to participate in the research project.
Signature of Parent or Guardian Date
I f  YES, you give your child permission to participate, please complete the following information:
MALE or FEMALE (circle one) A G E :______________
GRADE:__________
YOUR CHILD’S RACE/ETHNICITY (drci«».<)
1 -  African American
2 -  Asian American 
3 -W hite
4 -  Hispanic American
5 -  Native American
6 -  Other________________
Please complete and return this form to your child’s teacher by
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I  g e t  u p s e t  b e c a u s e .........
u
n*Q l i !
1
' I I
1. ... I want to do better at school, but 1 can’t 2 t ’' K 4 5
2. ... I take my schoolwoik too seriously 'I 2 3 4 5
3. ... 1 can’t keep up with everyone else at school 2 4 y
4. ... school is hard for me - f t 2 ’3 4 5
5. ... I’m a bad reader S I S 2 3 4 5
6. ... I’m not good at math 2 3 4 5
7. ... I’ve gotten a worse grade than I wanted -1 2 f t i 4 5
8. ... I get worse grades than other students 2 i i S i 4 si5v;:
9. .... I fail even when I try my best I 2 4 - s .
10. ... I can't seem to learn the things I'm supposed to I 2 i i k f j 4
11. ... I can’t understand the assignments at school 2 4 i l l #
12. ... my parents tell me I should be able to get better grades i 2 4 S l f  i:'
13. ... my expectations for myself at school are too high i v 2 4 .*
14. ... my parents pressure me to get good grades i 2 W 4 § S lP ';
15. ... my teachers pressure me to get good grades 2 311# 4 9
16. ... my grades are disappointing to me >i 2 ' * 4
17. ... my schoolwork is frustrating 2 * 4
18. ... schoolwork is overwhelming i  f t ’ 2 4
ih: *il<S3?£fc3&is:r1 J*-_
19. ... there’s just too much schoolwork forme to get it all done i 2 4
20. ... a test or quiz is coming
i*
». 2 Spill! 4
21. ... I feel too much pressure to do well at school 2 * 4 s i y i
22. ... it feels like everything is due at once i 2 ' ?  y 4
UnlLv 'i'T.:'
23. ... I'm not able to keep up with the work at school V 2 3 4 '
24. ... I feel like I can’t get ahead at school I 2 j f t l ' 4
25. ... I have too much homework to do it all well 1 2 "-■ill. 4
26. ... I never do quite as well as I would like KI3? 2 4
27. ... another kid sees my grade on something 3  f t ' 2 4 Ji
28. ... schoolwork is stressful for me J- 2 M i 4 i l i 1
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1. ... show they are proud of me f t p 2
c:!i:..irj:. i.
3 4 5 6
2. ...understand me 2 g | | | * 6
3. ... listen to me when 1 need to talk 2 3 -.. 4 , 6
4. ....make suggestions when I don’t know what to do 2 •wild?1 ’ t 'f 4 5. 6
5. ...give me good advice 2 4 6
6. ...help me solve problems by giving me information i j j f t 2 4 ■ r=Sj-r.-tiit?**’.."-!1!' 6
7 . ...tell me I did a good job when I do something well 2 4 6
8. . .  .nicely tell me when I make mistakes 2 4
j - , . . , , 
5  .
6
9. . . .  reward me when I’ve done something well ■Spfr 2 4 a j * - 6
10. . . .  help me practice my activities s a p 2 4 6
11. . .  .take time to help me decide things 2 » ■ 4 6
12. ...get me many of the things I need - v  J . 2 3 4 i'OS’1* ‘ 6




















1. ...cares about me * 2 3 4 6
2. ...treats me fairly * 2
jdml . 1 V'j 
;-3 - 4 1 3 6
3. .. .makes it okay to ask questions S s . 2 &3sl 4 5 6
4. ... .explains things that I don’t understand 2 'J* 
tt- ■a
a
m 4 3iS'wlSv 6
5. .. .shows me how to do things 1 L li*1jjjfg 2 4 ! -IS ‘i-
; - 6
6. ...helps me solve problems by giving me information 2 .5 4 Ilf; 6
7.
...tells me 1 did a good job when I’ve done something 
well I | p 2 "3 Z 4 6
8. ...nicely tell me when I make mistakes & 2 m 4 , 5 f 6
9. ...tells me how well I do on tasks 2 4 6
10. ... makes sure I have what 1 need for school mEafi 2 4 S sil 6
11. ... takes time to help me learn to do something well 2 4 6
12. ... spends time with me when I need help 2 S B 4 6
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1. .. .treat me nicely 2 v iL.#ni i 4 6
2. ...like most of my ideas and opinions jfjjjfl 2 ? M i  HI  ^ «  B3 S 4 ;* s* ■ 6
3. .. .pay attention to me 2
I3K3E51
«fk 4 s. 6
4. ... .give me ideas when I don't know what to do I1ili 2 3 1V 4 r; 6
5. ...give me information so I can leam new things , f T 2 .3  ' 4 * 6
6. ... give me good advice I 2 4 3 6
7. .. .tell me I did a good job when l*ve done something well 2 4 3 6
8. . ..nicely tell me when I make mistakes . t r l 2 • ’ K 4 6
9. .. .notice when I have worked hard J . 2
i% tit »<!
4 3 6
10. ...ask me to join activities i
•i r Tn V
2 4 S l i p 6
11. . ..spend times doing things with me 1 2 4 S I S 6
12. ... help me with projects in class 2 3 4 5 6
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m B 1 !  < <
11 I get so nervous I can’t breathe 2 MM: 4
12 I worry when I go to bed at night -h 1 2 - ' W 4
13 I feel like my life is getting worse and worse f 2 3 4
14 I feel depressed
extk?4is;: 
?  ' 2 3 4
15 No one understands me .1 2 * 7 4
16 I feel dizzy 1 2 4
17 I feel guilty about things i n 2 4
18 I get nervous ijfejsMi* 2 4
19 I worry but I don’t know why 7 ’M r 2 4
no I feel sad t 2 S ill 4
111 I get nervous when things do not go the right way for me 1 2 l l l l 4
112 Little things bother me
'  * 2 i '3 ,7 4
113 I worry about what is going to happen 1 2 S - 3 f l 4
114 I am afraid of a lot of things ‘t  ’S&iHSIS 2 J-BIjjiiiliii-raiJJi 4
115 Nothing goes my way True False
116 My muscles get sore a lot
117 I used to be happier True False
118 I often have headaches Tfffe- ; t?alse ^  ,
119 I can never seem to relax True False
120 I worry about little things i ih ic  False
121 Nothing is fun anymore True False
122 Nobody ever listens to me Rffsal 1 ^
123 Often I feel sick in my stomach True False
124 I just don’t care anymore ; : * »  e* .
125 Sometimes my ears hurt for no reason True False
126 I worry a lot of the time Two False
127 I often worry about something bad happening True False
128 I don’t seem to do anything right
nwii’itiwii 'u b ^  jijk -j.-.,;.- 4fH;-
129 Nothing ever goes right for me True False
130 I get sick more than otheis
D1 Nothing about me is right True False
132 My stomach gets upset more than most people's
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El I argue when I don’t get my way i 2 f l l l l 4
E2 I have trouble staying in my seat 2 S i l l 4
E3 I break the rules 2 4
E4 I bother other students when they are working n.i* 2 4
E5 I say I'm going to hurt others u 2 3 - ’ 4
E6 I’m too active 1 .t ■' 2 4
E7 I disobey 1 2 4
E8 I lose my temper easily X ' 2 I I P 4
E9 I smoke or chew tobacco at school
X
I , 2 3 4
E10 I sneak around I St.. 2 4
EU I do things without thinking
"
r  - 2 | f 3 , 4
E12 I don’t listen to teachers i - 2 4
E13 I interrupt others when they are speaking
|] ||:.M 1 
1 2 * 4
E14 I steal at school J' -- 2 ' J - : 1 4
E15 I bully others M 2 '3 4






E17 I cheat in school
'•o J? ' ft 
}  -
2 4
E18 I cannot wait to take my turn L 2 # 4
E19 I try to get revenge on others 1 2 % 4
E20 I use others’ things without permission 1 ,.L i,,1 .,...11 j. 2 : 1 3'-i 4
E21 I call other students names 1 2 | l | | 4
E22 I act out of control 1I. # 2 p S 4
E23 I try to trick other people '  i l l 2 4
E24 I disrupt the schoolwork of other students 2 v. |> . 4















E25 I bother others on purpose 2 fill;:- 4
E26 I tell lies ■, 1 2 11§ 4
E27 I hit other students 1 2 ip i 4
E28 I try to get attention while doing my schoolwork U. 2 _r 3 4
E29 I get into trouble A - 2 • 4
E30 I tease others 1 2 is® 4
E31 I have to stay after school for punishment I 2 fill 4
E32 I talk out in class Iii M 2 liflll 4
E33 I use inappropriate language . *=I v'ft-ji 1 2 ISilf 4
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